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	1. Chapter 1

**Author's Note: This is the first time I wrote a Fanfic so please forgive any mistakes. This is also a pilot to see your reactions to the story. This story takes place after Spartan Ops and everything before the end of episode 10 of season 1 will be the 'history' of this story. Please review once you're done.**

**Edit: Since many people disliked this chapter so much, I decided to edit/update it before I continue with the story. I also changed the rank and rewrote most of the chapter, so do not be surprised and do not worry; it does not affect the rest of the story much. I do hope it's not too much of an info dump either. Don't forget to review!**

**Enjoy!**

**Chapter 1: An Unprecedented Discovery**

**Mars**

**December, 2570**

With the Sun slightly obscured by the brown dust that is Martian soil, setting on the horizon to the East, two figures march in total silence in towards a line of cliffs in the distance in an otherwise an outwardly empty open desert with nothing but the crunch of soil underneath their boots being the only sound heard. But this worries Private First Class Micheal of the Alliance Army, as in an open Martian desert such as this, the sound can be carried for miles without anything to obstruct it. Being new to the planet, he is unaware of how dangerous the local fauna can be. Sure they were briefings about it but he did not expect himself to be out here so he did not pay attention.

He glanced back at the taller Sangheili who had almost literally dragged him out here. The Sangheili, being more military minded, talked to everyone about coming out here to get to know the lay of the land. After many rejections, R'tas 'Moram first tried to convince him to join him instead of going on leave, but upon failing; decided to just drag him out here. Not that he wanted to join the military in the first place.

Citizens of the Alliance had two choices upon reaching the age of maturity of their respective races; one year of military service or two years of civil service. Those who wanted out quick joined the military or if lucky enough, are pardoned from the mandatory service altogether. Since he failed to be the first to be pardoned, he decided to do what most did, join the military. What a great idea that turned out to be.

Cracking his neck, he notices not for the first time that soon it will be dark and they have to find shelter. Although he thinks the Sangheili accompanying doesn't mind sleeping in the open. He turned back and saw the Sangheili, seemingly unconcerned about the fact that there are only a few moments of daylight left looking at something in the distance or perhaps just daydreaming.

"Hey, R'tas," he called out.

The Sangheili merely turned his head and stared at him with beady brown eyes filled with curiosity.

"Know where we are heading?" Micheal asks calmly.

"I think we are going to the cliffs. There should be caves where we can seek shelter," R'tas said flatly.

"Sometimes I wish you can be more open," he said before adding "You keep to yourself too much,"

"I am with my own thoughts,"

He is starting to think that R'tas had failed his English exam, or at the very most passed as he seems to lack vocabulary. Since humans are the most populous in the Alliance compared to other races and English being the most widely spoken; it is only natural for it to become the lingua franca.

Thinking back to how inferior humanity was to the Covenant when they first encountered, they had come so far to the point that the Covenant and the UNSC had joined up. Just because of a famine.

Years ago, a famine spread across Covenant worlds, one at a time. It started slowly at first, appearing as small manageable ones causing minimal damage. Then crops across the entire Covenant failed at once overnight. Livestock quickly died out and there were severe food shortages.

Even the UNSC was affected although somehow managed to recoil from the loss of food. UNSC efforts to help the Covenant plant new strains ended in misery and failure. The Arbiter even begged on his knees, a place no Sangheili has ever gone to, begging for the UNSC to share their food.

The UNSC reluctantly agreed. As time went by, there seems to be no sign of the end of the famine. Eventually the Covenant Empire collapsed. Population losses were massive even with UNSC help but nothing like what they had wrought upon humanity a few years prior. Somehow, somewhere, a deal was struck. The Covenant Empire and the UEG will become a single entity. The System Alliance was born.

While each planet governs itself, they all ultimately answer to the Alliance. Like states self-governing in some areas and the central government dealing with the rest. The seat of government was moved to the newly re-terraformed Reach and the military capital to Sanghelios once things improved. And they did, and surprisingly quickly too.

"Penny for your thoughts?"

"What? Oh it's nothing,"

"Then tell me how we are going to get to those cliffs before dusk. That's when the desert is most active. It will be crawling with wildlife, many dangerous," R'tas hissed.

"Hey it is your expedition! I thought you have planned for everything before we came out here," he replied slightly annoyed.

"I did not account for your short legs,"

He snorted in response to the insult. He did not want to start an argument.

Now that he mentioned it, they needed to get to the cliffs which are at least another 4 kilometers away, find a suitable cave, since R'tas is taller than him by at least a head and start a fire with only an hour of daylight remaining. Even though the nights are not as cold as it was before the terraforming of the planet centuries ago, it still was cold. And he did not want to be feeling chilled to the bone for a few hours before falling asleep. He had no doubts that R'tas will be able to survive the night alone and the look in his eyes says so.

He concluded that R'tas was genuinely concerned for his wellbeing as they could survive together in the open if they can start a fire. Although he may or may not be as fit as he is now the following morning while R'tas would most likely be unfazed.

As he completed the thought, the ground beneath his feet gave way and he plunged into the darkness screaming. After falling a considerable distance he hit the ground beneath him on his side, but not as hard as he thought he would.

"Are you all right?" A voice from above inquired.

Groaning, he turned onto his back and looked up. He felt as if he was staring into a light that penetrated the darkness around him. The way he believes Christians see the light as they died. And so he does the first thing that came to his mind.

"Are you an angel?" Instead of hearing anything comprehensible, or even remotely familiar, he heard to him what sounded like a string of clicking and hissing noises coming from above him which he presumed is Sangheili.

"I am just kidding R'tas. I'm fine," Micheal said as he painfully stood up brushing the brown dust off his similarly colored fatigues that has gathered on him from the moment he set out on this trip while observing his surroundings, his eyes readjusting to the grim impenetrable darkness.

"I will lower a rope into the hole and get you out of there," came again the voice, echoing of the walls of the cavern. If that is what it is. He fumbled prying into his backpack he has been carrying for the past 6 hours looking for a flashlight. It felt like minutes have past when he finally found it.

As he turned it on, he could see that it was a tunnel. This tunnel led to a dust encrusted metal wall about 20 meters on one side and stretching another 30 meters on the other side leading to a brown wall. The sides of the tunnel are very wide, roughly as wide as the tunnel is as tall.

Upon closer inspection, the tunnel seems to be supported by pillars which are, like the metal wall, dust encrusted. He knew instinctively that they were metal, and know that he thought about it, could not explain why. The architecture looked alien, not Covenant, human or even Forerunner. And he had seen quite a bit of Forerunner architecture before.

"What do you see," a voice, which had been silent the whole time and no doubt R'tas's interrupted Micheal's train of thought as a rope is lowered.

"I don't know." He began. "But I think we discovered something big,"

**Edit:There you have it! Improved chapter 1. I will try to stick to my promise on posting a new chapter around Christmas but quite a bit has turned up so I may be delayed a little. Don't forget to drop a review!**


	2. Chapter 2

**Author's Note: Thanks for all the love and support. Once again constructive criticism is welcome. They help a lot really. As you probably noticed, this is my first attempt at writing a story. I might have good ideas but often have problems expressing it. Once again, thanks!**

**Chapter 2: The Calm Before The Storm**

**New Sparta, Shanxi**

**March 1****st****, 2587 **

The sun above Micheal Shepherd shone brightly above him and even under the shade of the tree he was sitting under; he could feel the heat growing as it reached its zenith. Before him sat a group of children on the short grass aged from 4 to 9 staring at him as he was The Almighty Himself which made him forget the slight discomfort. Except that he did not believe in Him, but the children did as the majority of the town was of Polish descent who still hold on to their catholic belief. They came to him to listen to his stories not because he is good at telling them, but because he is one of the few who would.

"So why were you in the Martian desert again Mr. Shepard?" a small voice in the back squeaked which no doubt belonged to Aleksy.

"If you would just stop picking the scalp on your leg you would have heard why," the little girl before him said.

The situation was going to go out of hand soon if he did nothing about it and so he raised his hand and spoke calmly "Now, now. Don't fight. I will just tell it again. After all it was that event that brought me here. "

He looked at the children before him and noted that a Sangheili child had somehow slipped among the other children during the commotion. It has to be R'tas's youngest son. No it is his son. Even when the Alliance made only survival training compulsory after weeks of squabbling among the senate, R'tas still trained his sons how to track, hunt, survive and kill. Something he taught his own children who were now 19 and 15 years old now. Unlike most of the people here who allowed their children to grow up not knowing war as most of them fought in one or another, he raised Jeremy and John in a similar fashion to the Sangheili to be ever ready for combat.

"Mr. Shepard," a familiar voice said. "Oh, sorry. Um, where was I?" Micheal looking at the girl who asked. 'What was her name again? Dominika? Yes,yes it is,' he thought to himself. 'I must be getting old,'

"You are telling us why you were out with Mr. 'Moram. Again," Dominika said, stressing the last word. Aleksy glared at her as a warning but she merely smiled back.

"That week" he began, while shifting to a more comfortable position. "I was supposed to be on holiday. Like you are now" He gestured towards the children. "But Mr. 'Moram was new to Mars as he lived on Earth as a refugee with his family,"

"When he joined my squad, he pestered me to go with him to get the lay of the land in order to fight better,"

"So, you went with him?" Aleksy asked.

"Yes, after he gave a really longwinded speech on how it will help him feel more comfortable and secure here. The base we were at was surrounded by kilometers of desert you see," At this moment, Micheal saw his younger son, John, heading towards him. The way he walked has an air of confidence but by the look of his face something was not right. "So if we had to run for some reason, we know where we can hide and so on,"

"What happened after that?" another boy asked.

"We told headquarters what happened, well at least Mr. R'tas did. I was rescued and the rest of the story is with the explorers. Now run along, it seems something important has turned up,"

Most of the children were already heading back towards the town directly opposite where he sat talking as he slowly stood up. He was not that old but he had apparently hurt his right knee in the past and could not put too much weight on it or pain will shoot up his leg. John chose this moment to jog the 10 meters between them.

John, rather tall, standing perfectly upright can intimidate a person by his mere presence. His expressionless face, although handsome, added to that feeling. Now however he stood slightly hunched with his eyes cast down at the green grass, a sign of respect he has adopted since he was little.

"What is it?"

"Another one was taken father. The second this week father," After the colony was established 6 months ago, cows were brought in as the condition was perfect for them. The local animals were very small despite the higher oxygen levels. The apex predator on this region of the planet is a hawk like bird which is no larger than a small beagle. So the death of such a large animal was a cause for alarm but attempts to find out who or what killed them always ends in failure.

"Don't tell me you're going to look for it again?" he said with an air of sadness.

"Yes. And it left tracks this time. I can follow it,"

"Is someone going with you?"

"No, they would slow me down and they would make too much noise. Unless it is Jeremy, but he needs to practice for Veteran's Day despite what happened," Veteran's Day is a day where the dead of all wars especially the Human-Covenant War. The day was moved to the day hostilities were officially ended, namely March 3rd so soldiers from both sides can be honored. Normally parades, games and reenactments would be conducted and volunteers would dress up as soldiers from different periods of history, real veterans sometimes will show up in real equipment, and he presumed R'tas will do just that.

However, this was his son. And he did not want to lose him, or spend some time with him before he does. Going after an unknown creature, escaped detection from the Alliance Navy only 4 months prior before colonization, is very dangerous indeed," Then at least have a meal with your father before you leave will you?"

**Relay 314, fringes of Citadel Space**

On the bridge of the lead cruiser BHV Vigilance, Commander Kylan paces impatiently, feet clanging ; annoyed by the fact that the four frigates were delayed. The Batarian Hegemony has assigned them the mission to enter the relay ahead of Citadel forces to clear up everything of value from the systems beyond six months ago but the frigates were vital to the mission being able to enter a planet's atmosphere. The Hegemony had deliberately created problems to divert the attention from the Council in order to allow the team time to do it. Now, with delay after delay, the plan was to go after the Prothean artifacts on the garden world the Council has scouted previously.

With problem settled, the 'practice' fleet to introduce the Hegemony to the duties of opening open dormant relays into the uninhabited system was only days away. Attempts to stir up other problems have failed. So they were forced to go ahead, knowing if they were too slow and were caught; the Hegemony will label them as renegades and jeopardize the Council seat that was about to be theirs.

"Sir, in coming message on tight beam," ensign Bray reported suddenly.

"What does it say?"

"It's from the frigates sir. They are less than a day away and will be joining us shortly,"

"Thank you ensign," And he let himself breathe a sigh of relief. The frigates are almost here. He wanted to make it in and out as quickly as possible before the practice fleet arrives. Finally things are looking up.

Little do the inhabitants of Shanxi or the Batarian fleet know that their lives will are about to change.

**So there you have it, chapter 2. I hope that I have improved upon my writing skills and did not disappoint any of you. The next chapter will probably not be out as quickly as this one as I have exams to attend to. Once again, read and review!**


	3. Chapter 3

**Author's Note: After looking at other fanfics and mine, I noticed that I've been writing a little short and so decided to extend the length of the chapters to about 2000 words. It's surprising no one noticed. **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 3: Two Discoveries<strong>

**New Sparta Outskirts, Shanxi**

**March 1****st****, 2987**

John Shepard is standing in a seemingly empty field. To an untrained eye that is. To John it was a treasure trove of information. As an expert tracker, he could tell that cows were here in the morning grazing, and had been led away when one of the cows went missing.

That is why he is here. The more he studied the tracks, the more confused he became. The cow that went missing was killed. Anyone can see that, or at least tell something has lost a large amount of blood at once. His best guess is the cow's throat had been slit and the patch of grass that is slightly compressed says that it lay there for some time before it was moved.

The culprit's tracks appeared from nowhere. He, no it, he was not ready to rule out an animal they had not previously encountered. And he also did not want to run into a mad cow killer who he may know. It was a village after all, barely a thousand people, roughly the same size as the Army garrison in the other side of town.

He then followed the tracks into the forest to the East, away from the village. What disturbs him most is that the cow was moved in broad daylight without the heavily armed, highly alert, ex-military herders that stood guard. Some even rode on horseback. If this was the first time, it would make sense as the herders will be more relaxed, due to the small apex predators in the region. But it was not the first, and certainly not the second. The guards would have been on high alert.

"Interesting," he mutters softly to himself as he discovers something very strange. The tracks at the field were obscure. It took a trained eye to detect it. A broken twig here, a slightly compressed turf of grass there, but here! The tracks went into the mud pool before him, and not a meter to either side there was solid ground! He is starting to consider the idea that whoever or whatever did this, it wanted to be followed; but not by anyone.

As he continued for hours, taking only a break once or twice and stopping a few times for water, he found more evidence to support his idea. The tracks wound around rocks that were low enough to easily step over, or on. Hunters and sometimes animals would step on the rocks to lose inexperienced trackers or inconvenience experienced enough ones. Even simple animals which track can do this, let alone something that can lift a fully grown cow and walk this far, at least 2 hours, as far as he could tell, without resting. Unless this animal is overconfident? A possible explanation, but he would soon figure it out when he finds its lair.

As he weaved through the undergrowth he noticed a change in the environment. There are no longer any animal sounds. That means something may have spooked them. He slowed down his pace and found himself entering familiar territory.

Months earlier, he explored this very forest. So parts of it are familiar to him and he was entering one such place now. He knew nearby there is a small cave, large enough for a number of people to comfortably fit in. As he followed the tracks further, it led in the caves general direction before disappearing.

He looked around, moving in an ever expanding arc, sweeping the ground in the direction the tracks were leading, but to no avail. "Damn,"

He knew there is only one place to go now and he gathered himself and marched on, keeping his eyes peeled for the sign of tracks. As he approached the cave, he could smell something bad. He knew it before he saw it.

As he walked around a bush, he came upon an unfamiliar clearing. He could see the stumps of trees that used to stand proud and tall. The very trees he climbed when his father took him Jeremy and to camp in the very cave on the other side of the clearing months ago. And now it was completely different.

It was as if someone made the cave into a temple of a sick cult. As he moved into the cave he could taste the rotting flesh. He wanted to vomit but he controlled the urge and swallowed anything that came up. One thing he noticed was that the smooth walls of the cave were smeared with blood, and then he saw the altar leaning against the far wall.

It was made of bones, no doubt those of the dead cows judging by their size. It was horrible, with ribs jutting out to the sides from what looks like a semicircular table with the other bones stacked on the back only partially obscured by the rotting organs piled onto the center. Above the altar were the skulls of the cows with their skin still on them, arrayed in an arc around the altar with the very top empty.

He did not know how long he was in the cave, but he was in there long enough. As he tried to quietly sneak out, he realized he wasn't alone as he exited the cave. In his peripheral vision, he saw a figure to his left. As he turned towards it, he jumped backwards and assumed a defensive crouch completely abandoning stealth against his training. But he wanted to know who or what this is and wanted to kill it for what it had done after finding out why.

The man was tall, in a business suit that was somehow remarkably clean so far from civilization. He was also handsome with neatly combed chestnut brown hair and a perfect set of teeth showing through his frighteningly genuine warm smile; the same way a mother would lovingly smile at her child. His eyes however tell a very different story. His blue eyes bored into him, highly observant, waiting for his next move. But the thing that angered him most, frightened him even, was that he knew this man, respected him, even loved him. He saw him as another father as his own father saw him as an elder brother. Someone who would look out for you in times of trouble, only to become this, a monster. A monster who would desecrate the very place where he had so many happy memories. Some with this very man.

He finally quelled his anger and stood upright now doubtless of his guilt and said "Hello Mr. Harper,"

* * *

><p><strong>Aboard ANS <strong>_**Shadow of Intent**_

"Captain Hackett, the flotilla is about to exit FTL in 2 minutes," said a holographic image of a man a toga.

"Very good Trajan," he replied before taking a sip from his cup of warm coffee. "Right on schedule, warm the plasma cannons and prepare the nukes for launch,"

Sitting back in the captain's chair, he wondered what is to become of the ship. Powerful as it might be, it is outdated and does not have the firepower of the newer assault carriers of roughly the same size and so will be retired. This mission will be the last the ship will take part in. Being one of the few ships that survived the Human-Covenant War, and also one of the most highly decorated ships of the Alliance, she may be retired as a museum.

The Alliance however, has barely recovered from the Great Famine and the damage was greatest on former Covenant worlds which outnumber then pre-Covenant war UNSC worlds two to one. Planets like Joyous Exultation were only recently declared safe for recolonization and so he doubted the Alliance can spare resources decommissioning the ship to turn it into a museum instead of scrapping it outright. Add to the fact that he can think of at least one highly decorated ship that was scrapped after the war was over.

He tried to occupy his mind with other things as Trajan announced that they are about to exit FTL. "Exiting at unknown Mass Relay in three, two, one,"

In a 20 bright blue flashes of Cherenkov radiation, the flotilla exited FTL and arrived in an unknown system.

"What do we have here?" Hackett said as he observed the readings.

"we appear to have entered a system with a neutron star and there is nothing else in the system save for the asteroid belt one trillion kilometers from it," Trajan replied as he appeared as his blue avatar on the console to his right.

"So why are you wearing armor instead of the toga?" he asked, noticing the detail for the first time. On his head is a Roman helmet which was clearly reinforced. Covering most of the body was mail armor with a tunic poking out underneath and Roman arm greaves almost entirely covered Trajan's arms consistent with the armor during Trajan's Dacian Campaign. He also noticed the sandals that he wore, detailed enough to count the straps as much as he could count the chain rings on the mail of the 21 centimeter avatar.

"I detected 12 anomalies as I created slipspace jump coordinates here. The sensors detected ever changing gravitational fields consistent with the theoretical usage of element zero on a large scale in ships. Should I send the order to the supply ships to jump into slipspace?"

"Eezo huh. Are they moving?" Only 12 ships. There could be others.

"No sir, they have powered down however, but apparently not enough," Trajan said confidently.

"Then do not send the order, we do not want to spook them," he said before adding "send the first contact package and also send a message to meet up at the edge of the asteroid field,"

* * *

><p>"Mass Relay is powering up. Percentage of possible arrival of organic ships is 8.6%'"<p>

"We should take precautions regardless. Our fleet is too small to oppose any incoming force,"

"Consensus has been reached; we will power down all ships and platforms to minimum and asses the treat before deciding any further action,"

"20 ships have exited the relay; none of them match known designs and of them, four are of sizes that require tremendous feats of engineering. The largest is 5.3 kilometers long and three others at 2 kilometers long and one wide. The remainder are in normal size range and includes multiple designs,"

"Possibility of multiple species exists several are of 2 possible conflicting designs with the three 2 kilometer vessels seemingly the fusion of both,"

"Scans show no traces of eezo. How is this possible?"

"Interaction with organics result in violence 99.98% of the time, we should engage or withdraw,"

"Engaging is suicidal, the smallest ships at nearly 600 meters show energy readings similar to that of dreadnoughts,"

"Consensus has been reached, we will withdra-"

"Wait, message incoming from unknowns. Appear to be first contact package,"

"Very well, we will initiate first contact with these unknowns,"

"We will send a platform with a greater number of programs to interact with the organics at the neutral meeting local,"

* * *

><p>"We will meet you at the designated location in half an hour," The monotonous voice rang out, audible<p>

"That's all?" the sole Jiralhanae asked. "That's all they said? Are you sure Trajan?"

"Yes, it is apparently," Captain Hackett replied. "And you're coming with me as part of the security team Marebus. Trajan?"

"Yes sir?" said the A.I. as it turned towards him.

"Bring the largest Spartan and Sangheili along as well. We'll take the ANS Defiance to the meeting point," he said as he stood up to ready himself for the meeting.

"They will be ready," Trajan assured.

* * *

><p><strong>Who can guess the mysterious race gets an imaginary high 5. Those who can't will have to imagine something else. It's very obvious actually and drop a review regardless whether you can guess them or not. I also will not be free in the next few weeks so do not expect another chapter until around Christmas. Don't forget to review!<strong>


	4. Chapter 4

**Chapter 4 Surprise**

**Somewhere in the forest of Shanxi**

"Hello Mr. Harper,"

Upon hearing the response of, to him, a child, he decided to stop acting and resumed his normal attitude. To someone who does not know him it would appear as if he had changed personalities in an instant. He now stood upright, his chest swelled with pride and his head is tilted upwards with his eyes looking down upon the boy, who is of average height and by no means a worthy opponent, let alone an equal.

"I believe you should call me Mr. Mayor as it should be," he said as he crossed one arm across his chest to support the other which he used to support his head at the chin in a thoughtful manner.

"Why?" The boy merely replied in a tone both inquisitive and threatening.

"I have a multitude of reasons and none of them concerns you,"

"You'll never get away with this,"

"How cheesy. All I have to do is first kill you then knock myself on the back of the head and run back to town crying," He then clears his throat as if he is about to give a speech before resuming in a clearly exaggerated voice, "Oh somebody do something! There is a madman in the woods and he's got poor John. Oh the humanity!"

"They will see through it," John remarked scornfully.

"I won't do it exactly like that. You are dumber than your father! How much more of a challenge would this be if it was Jeremy here instead of you! But not the two of you, you would get in Jeremy's way,"

At this he can clearly see John's face reddening and his right hand reach for his side, no doubt going for his concealed pistol. He then quickly brushed aside his overcoat revealing a plasma pistol, not very different from the one used during the Human-Covenant War but is however much newer and efficient.

"There is no way you can draw faster than me. I am much faster than your father and I am to him what he is to you,"

John has no choice but to concede defeat. He would never be able to beat him in a draw, so he ran through his options in his head, racing to find a way out. The antique beam rifle slung on his back faces the same problem as the pistol on his hip and the knife behind him is too large to be thrown. Which leaves him with one option, the two daggers on his back at the base of his neck. They are concealed, but so was his pistol. What if he saw through his plan? After a second of thought he realized he has no other choice. Escape is impossible. He probably knows the forest better than he and is much stealthier and can remain hidden even from him.

He decides to go with a plan that might work. The only one that will. He bows his head in defeat and buries his face in his hands but at the instant he hears a snort from his would be murderer he reaches for his daggers and looks up, looking into the shocked face of Jack Harper.

He was shocked to see determination in the boys eyes as he looked up, expecting to find a defeated child, accepting his fate. But in those eyes he saw a glint of death, the kind when people believe they have nothing to lose. How could he have made such a miscalculation? John was tougher than he had previously thought, but it was of no matter now. He had a game to play.

As John swings both arms forward, no doubt releasing the two deadly daggers that they held towards him; he twisted one side and drew his pistol and begun to swing back when only one knife had flew passed the space his torso had once occupied. He had made another miscalculation John had only loosed one dagger; the other would be coming at him with an underhand throw from John.

Most people at this moment would try to stop and move back only to find a knife in their gut, but he is not most people. He pushed himself forward even more twisting and jumping at the same time trying to move out of the path of the knife that would be no doubt whizzing at him now.

As he landed and stood upright, he realized that his hand hurts. He had not felt pain for so long he could not control himself. He screamed in pain dropping his pistol on the ground, staring at the three inch dagger that had buried itself to the hilt in his wrist, with most of it sticking out on the palm side.

Through teary eyes, he looked at John who had already begun drawing his pistol. Instinct took over. He pulled out the dagger from his hand and threw it at John in one swift movement and vanished.

After dogging his own dagger that was thrown at him by the Mayor, he turned around to find nothing. Nothing but an empty field which was almost peaceful, if not for the blood that was spilled upon the green grass and the treachery that he had witnessed first-hand. He turned quickly to a sound on crunching rock at his left to find the Mayor had drawn a wicked knife and had already lunged at him from above the mouth of the cave.

He tried to raise his pistol, but was knocked out of his hand when the Mayor slammed into him where he in turn, used his left hand to keep the Mayor's own left hand from plunging the knife into him. As he landed on his back, he kicked at the Mayor from behind while simultaneously pushing with his hands. The result: The Mayor being tossed over and away from himself.

He swung his legs above him and back down, pushing the ground with his hands positioned on either side of his head and in one deft movement, was back on his feet. He turned around to find the Mayor still there, holding the same wicked knife in his left. In response, he drew his own from behind him and assumed a defensive crouch.

Now they faced each other as equals. Both of them sizing up their respective adversaries knowing not to underestimate him or else face the possibility of death. As they begun circling each other, testing the ground beneath, lunging at their opposite; swinging or stabbing with their bladed weapon before quickly pulling back. Unlike most knife fights which resorted to a test of strength with both trying to restrain their other with their left hand and using their right to overpower his left to kill him, this one is a test of skill and intelligence made only possible because of the Mayor's injured right hand.

So they circled each other, trying to outwit one another. John decided to take a risk to break this temporary stalemate. He feigned an overhand and rushed forward. The Mayor, dodged nothing and turned back too late discovering his opponent had not thrown away his knife.

John with all his might sent the knife upwards into the Mayor's abdomen and into his chest cavity. He held the knife with both hands, now supporting the dying Jack Harper who does not seem to comprehend this and looked down, seeing the knife in him before looking back at the child who had bested him in the eyes, seeing only hatred and determination before his world was consumed by black.

John kept Mr. Harper upright despite having seen the light fade from his eyes a little while longer, just to be sure. The then let go and took a step back and then avoided the corpse of what was once his and his father's idol, once a great man who became a monster, which dropped to the ground with a thump.

He continued to stare at the body for some time before falling to his knees and buried his face in his hands and cried.

* * *

><p><strong>March 1<strong>**st**** 2587. Alliance Military Calendar.**

**ANS Defiance, Unnamed System. 0942 Hours.**

The air within the Defiance is tense with anticipation. Ten minutes ago the alien ships had shown themselves for the first time. Their ships are sleek with smooth curves, not unlike the Covenants', but also like the former UNSC, the ships are entirely gray in color. Upon closer observation, they appear to have a 'head' in front of each ship, followed by a bulbous midsection and followed by a tail. They could not determine the size of the ships at first but now as they arrayed themselves opposite the Alliance's, they were smaller than anticipated. Nine of the twelve are corvettes with the others being frigates.

The moment the aliens signaled that they were ready, the Defiance moves halfway towards the midpoint between the two arrayed and ready fleets, as does the alien counterpart. In the intermediate period earlier, he tried to communicate with the aliens and managed to discuss details of the meeting. The result: the Defiance will meet the approaching ship and send a shuttle which will enter the alien ship and pick up the envoy and return. The exchange was surprisingly fast and from what he can tell from the brief interactions earlier with the aliens was that they are incredibly efficient. So efficient to the point that everything is run by A.I., and that they called themselves the Geth.

Through the shimmering semitransparent blue shields that keep the artificial atmosphere trapped within the ship, the Pelican can be seen approaching the Defiance with the darkness of space behind it. He could also make out the opposite Geth ship, only a few kilometers away.

He now looked around him reassuring himself everything was in place. To either side of the Captain were marines, many of which are Sangheili who were uncomfortable with his decision to bring along Marebus but they insisted that he stood as far away from him as possible for his own protection.

The Jiralhanae were a brutish race who fought the Sangheili during the Schism and was vanquished. Upon reception into the Alliance, only a few were chosen for their self-control which was lacking in most of their brothers and many attacked UNSC personnel on sight, or smell. Behind him were Spartan-VIs who are to remain hidden behind him at all times.

As he scanned the hangar of the Strident class heavy frigate, he saw a single figure for only a moment, hanging upside down from the ceiling, before it vanished. He guessed that the figure should be one of the Black Hand who are the hand of ONI. Clad in entirely black armor with active camouflage and intimidating armor if you can get a good look, the Black Hand, known as Ghosts by many, are dangerous and often operate alone. There are rumors among officers saying that they will soon replace the Spartans as the special forces of the Alliance. But the presence of one aboard this fleet shows how much ONI is watching them, which means there are ONI elements within his flotilla.

As the Pelican enters the ship, he returns his gaze upon it as the ramp behind the Pelican is lowered with a slight hydraulic hiss. The Geth envoy that stepped out surprised many, not because that it looked humanoid, but because it was entirely mechanical. Its body has tubes connecting various parts of its body. Most of which connected to its arms at its side and legs than curve backwards at the knee, like the rear legs of some large quadruped mammals of Earth. It also has only three digits on all its limbs and its head and neck look like a human who wore a headscarf like Christian nuns and some Muslim women. The only difference is that its face appears to be missing and replaced by a light.

He wonders for a moment if the pilot is nerve wrecked enough not to give him a heads up about the emissary but quickly dismisses the thought. He has more important things to tend to now.

"Greetings, we are the envoy of the Geth," it spoke in a mechanical monotonous voice. "May we speak to Captain Hackett?"

"I am the Captain," he answered and approaches the Geth envoy, hand extended in greeting. "Welcome aboard the ANS Defiance, " The Geth envoy looked down at the proffered hand, with the flaps on the sides of its head rising slightly, before it hesitantly reached out and grasped Hackett's hand with its own, as if it was unsure of what to do and was simply copying the actions of the man before it.

"Please follow me," he said as he turns around, looking out of the corner of his eye to his right, he searches for the Spartans wondering if they noticed anything amiss. Sure enough, the Spartans were still out of sight but they reported to him via his earpiece saying there are no visible weapons with the envoy. There are hidden weapons to be worried about however. Without acknowledging the report, or even looking like he heard anything, he leads the entourage, followed by two marines with the Geth envoy behind them and the rest of the honor guard with Marebus at the very back to the nearby room he had chosen for the meeting.

The room he had chosen was a cleaned out waiting room where normally pilots would rest and prepare before and after their assignment. In the center is a large holographic table enough for 12 men to be seated comfortably around it. Hackett and the Geth envoy sat opposite each other with two trusted Sangheili marines guarding the door and the remainder waiting outside, ready to rush in if they hear any sign of a fight or upon orders of the Trajan, who is present aboard all the ships as 'Smart' A.I. are hard to come by at present.

After a brief silence, the envoy spoke. "This Alliance, is composed of many races. Are the individual races independent or is the Alliance the governing body of multiple species?"

"The Alliance is the governing body of the former Covenant and UNSC. Although the nation states on the home worlds of some member species have some autonomy," He then leans forward and asks curiously with the last words spoken more slowly and deliberately "What about the Geth? Are you a single race? A few? Or a race of artificial intelligence?"

The head flaps of the envoy opened, as if to show surprise. "We thought that much was obvious,"

The captain leaned back in his chair, his mind racing. "Anyway, what are the Geth?" he said, shifting the topic of discussion from himself to the machine.

"The Geth are a race of artificial intelligences as you said," the mechanical being replied as its head flaps shifted. "Each individual Geth program can process a certain, limited amount of data at once, but the more runtimes that are devoted to a single task, the more intelligent the whole becomes. When you spoke to the Geth earlier, you were communicating with the entire local collective: 10,406,742 programs. This platform currently contains 1,183 programs," it continued, gesturing to its body.

"I have so many questions," he said not hiding his excited expression.

"Ask one at a time for your own benefit,"

"Do you have a name?"

"Our name is Geth," it replied without hesitation.

"I meant this robot," he clarifies, gesturing at it.

"Our name is Geth,"

The captain, now finding himself in a difficult situation, request for help from Trajan who then appears upon the holographic table. "My name is Trajan, artificial intelligence of this combined flotilla," introducing himself. "May I suggest this platform adopt the name Legion?"

"Legion," it said, as if testing the words for itself. "Is there a reason behind the name?"

"In the book of Mark 5:9 of the New Testament in the Bible, a religious text, says 'My name is Legion; for we are many,'"

"Very well, this platform is now called Legion. I am rather surprised that you use artificial intelligence," Legion inquired, speaking as if the change in word choice was not there.

"Yes we do. What is wrong with that, if I may ask?" asked the captain not realizing that they may see the use of A.I. as a form of slavery until after he finished. For which he mentally kicked himself for.

"No," the Geth replied as its head flaps are lowered back to their neutral position. "Apologies, we require a moment to reach consensus," it said before it suddenly ceased all movement. For several seconds, the statue-like Geth did not make the slightest movement, and only the steady glow that came from its single eye indicated that it was still operating at all.

"Consensus, so that's how they decide things," Trajan said rubbing his chin.

"That was my next question," he said looking at Trajan, slightly annoyed.

The room remained silent for about another 30 seconds before the Geth spoke suddenly. "We apologize for the display," the Geth ambassador said. "This is most surprising news; until we encountered you, the entire known galaxy had considered A.I.s dangerous and banned their production,"

After a few seconds he asked why, now more cautious than before. He sensed something was amiss, why would anyone ban A.I.? They were incredibly useful and undeniably, one of many assets that saved humanity.

"Because we are dangerous and they enforced it with the excommunication Creators," it replied in a seemingly sad tone.

"May I ask why?" he said in a similar tone, trying to create a sense of understanding.

Lowering its head as if in shame, it began "We went to war with the Creators. Our Creators. This unit does not have data on how it started,"

"What happened to the Creators?"

"They were driven away from their worlds 692 years ago. They now wonder the galaxy," It replied.

Trajan suddenly asked "Your creators were excommunicated, so that means the known galaxy shares a single similar religion?"

The horror now dawns on the captain now that he realized that the galaxy's committee has a large resemblance to the Covenant; a single religion with a single governing body, which could spell doom on humanity once more.

"No they do not. They each have their own religions. I apologize for the usage of the inappropriate word. It is the only way to describe it without being long winded," Legion said before continuing "You were alarmed at this. May I ask why?" Legion said, mirroring his own word choice.

"Of course, it has to do with-"

"Sir!" Trajan interrupted.

"What is it?" he said with a hint of worry, knowing that it must be important that caused Trajan to interrupt.

"I received a signal,"

"Excuse us," He said to Legion before going outside leaving the trio inside. He waved the marines away and when they reached a respectful distance he asked through the mike attached to his earpiece "What kind of signal?"

"A distress signal sir. The colony of Shanxi is under attack by an unknown hostile force. They have made landfall and the local garrison has secured most of the colonist but there are some still missing," Trajan spoke through his earpiece in an eerily calm voice.

"Prep the fleet for departure via Slipspace,"

Without waiting for acknowledgement from Trajan, he burst into the meeting room, causing alarm to all within but he apologizes to Legion and explains that there are pressing matters that had to be dealt with immediately. Thankfully Legion complies, reassuring that they will find him on the fleet here when they return unless unexpected circumstances occur. A Geth shuttle which shares the same design as their ships arrived to pick him up and they both returned onto their own ships.

Back upon the now noisy bridge on the Shadow of Intent, 10 minutes since Trajan has told him of the distress signal, he sits in the captain's chair and looks at Trajan's avatar upon a pedestal beside him.

"Are we ready?"

"Sir, everyone is accounted for and all ships report ready for Slipspace jump," Trajan reported "But shouldn't we use the mass relay before jumping since that they may not know of Slipspace? It may be a secret,"

"Yes, it should be done but there is simply no time! I done the math; it will take us four minutes if we go through the relay first then jump to Shanxi. If we jump now, it will take us one and a half minutes,"

"Sir the strategic significance of this event can-"

"We are wasting time here arguing about lives and possible future losses. Jump NOW!"

The whole bridge stopped what they were doing and stared at the captain but resumed work when he returns their gaze. He then turns back to Trajan who then complies.

Trajan searches through captain Hackett's files until he finds one that says 'Relations', which he then proceeds to open and discovers that the captain's father, his last close relative, has retired on Shanxi. "Explains his behavior," he mutters to himself.

His fragment then returns to the bridge and the confrontation with the captain remains unresolved. While he waits for the captain to look at him, he runs 200 calculations, rechecking the jump calculations, coordinating with the 'Dumb' A.I. aboard the other 19 ships and prepares a report on today's events before deciding to omit his confrontation with the captain.

Two full seconds later the captain turns to him. "I understand captain. Jumping in 10 seconds," he says.

True enough, 10 seconds later, 20 blue flashes of Cherenkov radiation swallows the flotilla and they are on their way.

* * *

><p><strong>Authors Note: Here it is as promised around Christmas. I have no idea when Chapter 5 will come out but be patient, it will. I also updated Chapter 1 so if you haven't read it yet please do so now. Don't forget to review! <strong>


	5. Chapter 5

**Chapter 5 Conflict **

**In the forest of Shanxi **

John did not stop running home the moment he heard the explosion. He jumped over logs, dodged branches as he raced back home. Only moments ago he murdered, no killed in self-defense the person who had been his and his brothers mentor. His own father, Micheal happily gave the role to Mr. Harper due to his own inability to do so. What a lame excuse for a father.

Racing through the sparse forest with light undergrowth, leaves crunching beneath every footfall, his every move, taught by the man who was so close to killing him. As he drew closer, he can clearly hear fighting. The whine of plasma weapons, the glass shattering sound of Needlers and one more distinct sound. It was unfamiliar, but it sounded similar to 21st to the mid-25th century chemical based projectile weapons.

He pushed that thought aside; he needed to focus on the present, which is getting there but he couldn't stop his mind from wandering. An attack by an unknown force that possibly uses projectile weapons, not much but it's all he could discern from sound alone. As he reached the clearing where the forest ends and where the village begins, he slowed down and became completely silent. He walked slowly now, listening to every sound, choosing his footing wisely to avoid making noise that attracts attention. He gave it a thought and concluded that no one would hear him with a firefight less than a hundred meters away.

He stayed crouched at the fringe of the forest, looking at the village with trailer like buildings dominating the local architecture with the rest being proper established homes. He could not see any bodies from his position but no doubt there are casualties. In fact he cannot see anyone. Not a soul in sight. He decided to take a risk. Unslinging his beam rifle in one smooth movement, as he stood up and dashed towards the lone tree in the middle of the clearing where his father was story telling only hours ago.

Peeking around the tree, he once again saw no one and decided to dash for the nearest building. He gathered himself and sprinted. As he neared it, he slowed down. He braced himself against the wall and edged himself to the edge.

As he took another peek, he was greeted by the glorious sight of tight empty alleys. The sounds of fighting from further ahead however, have not subsided. This can only mean that the hostiles are still within the village. Unbeknownst to John, the hostiles were being picked off by a far more mobile enemy. The 24 Alliance Army Urban Combat Specialist who are currently engaging the enemy, police the village during calmer times using gear more akin to police officers of the more developed worlds. And as such, they are lightly armed and unencumbered by any heavy gear. They do not carry backpacks and instead use holsters for everything to not hinder their stunts that require flexibility to chase down suspects or to get to a scene quickly. Their uniform, made of spider silk lined with small square ceramic plates to absorb heat from plasma are extremely flexible yet resistant to damage. The aliens' weapons however would penetrate them like an arrow through cardboard. Their shield generators were their saving grace, otherwise many would have fallen to the panicked fire from their disadvantaged opponents.

Jumping from building to building, peeking over the edge to fire upon the aliens and retreat before they return fire using only sidearms. Their Plasma Pistols, small compact and deadly, burn through the armor of the aliens, not even registered by their Kinetic are outnumbered by the enemy by at least a dozen to one, not guaranteed reinforcements and yet they continue to whittle down their numbers. These brave men and women would be awarded the Legion of Honor for their brave acts weeks later, straining relations with the Batarian Hegemony.

Hearing something behind him, John turned around only to find R'tas standing behind him in a fully functional blue colored Human-Covenant War Sangheili Minor armor, his massive frame dwarfing him.

"How did you sneak up on me like that?" he asked.

"Trade secret," R'tas snickered. "Stay close and follow me. I don't want you to get hurt,"

R'tas then moved to his right, not making the slightest sound. He then appeared to tense up, ready to run to the next building when a question popped into his mind.

"Aren't you gonna report that you found me?"

"Already done," R'tas replied. "Apparently they want us to circumnavigate the village to the base as most of the fighting is around the village square,"

"Why? Can't we be more useful?"

"No, a platoon of Army personnel is holding roughly 60 of them off,"

"A platoon? Are the aliens that horrible?"

"Yes they are apparently,"

Things are looking good for the Alliance, if 24 men can easily hold off 60, then a thousand will wreak havoc if the aliens decide to land more and siege the base. That however would probably spell doom to him and R'tas.

"What are they like?" John asked?

"Stop asking questions," he barked

"Are they tall?"

R'tas sighed, "Some are, some aren't."

"Did you get any?"

"Yes, but I do not want you to get your share, ever. War is a horrible thing,"

"What about reinforcements? The aliens have to have got here on a ship of some kind,"

"I know nothing about that but last I heard an Expeditionary Fleet was on its way here. Why are you asking so many questions?"

"A who-"

John was suddenly cut off as the Sangheili put a finger of his right hand to his mouth in a universal sign of silence. R'tas seemed to be taking glances at his Heads up Display, the motion sensor in particular on the bottom left corner. Aliens may be approaching. Adrenaline surged through his body for the third time this day but this time it was different.

His senses heightened, his thoughts raced ahead, faster than normal, time itself seemed to slow down much more than usual. He could discern the gunfire, the footsteps of approaching aliens, R'tas's breath. It now came to him, the movements of the aliens and the clanging noises, no doubt the footsteps of the pursuing Army men on the roofs of buildings behind them, killing off stragglers. They are routing! And in their direction!

"We have to move," R'tas began.

"Yes, I know. But to where?"

The Sangheili's eyes lit up with surprise but were quickly replaced with one of resolve. "We stay here. They're running for their lives, so they may not notice us standing here,"

"What? They're rats trapped in a corner. We should kill them all before they all escape!" John said, his fear turned into anger, made worse by the adrenaline moving through his bloodstream.

"You are speaking like the youngster you are. All about bravado and being the hero. Besides, trapped rats make fierce fighters," R'tas replied calmly.

"Who said anything about being the hero?"

R'tas sighed before something caught his attention. He noticed the fighting had subsided in the time they were talking. R'tas quickly tried to raise someone on his helmet radio and had a quick conversation with someone. All he could pick up was 'neutralized' and 'surrender'. So the aliens decided to surrender before they were all slaughtered. Smart move.

R'tas then turned to him and said in a cheerful manner, "I guess you won't get to chase aliens today,"

**Shanxi Orbit**

As the Batarian attack falters on the ground, falling prey to traps and ambushes set by the local garrison, the fleet remains unopposed in space. But at this moment, the fleet of two cruisers and three frigates might as well be civilian craft for all it's worth. The Protean artifact that is to be retrieved for the Hegemony is directly underneath the heavily defended colony. They could eliminate most resistance by pounding the nearby military base where most of the colonist and military personnel currently are but risk destroying the artifact due to its proximity.

That said, the mission had not gone well for the Batarians. When they first exited the relay, they jumped towards the garden world, not knowing that it was already inhabited. The aliens apparently knew of their arrival and tried to hail them but as first contact situation usually goes, they could not understand each other. The captain planned for talking to the aliens to allow them to retrieve the artifact or force them to do so if negotiations break down, but the commander of one frigate decided that a pre-emptive strike would resolve all their problems since these aliens were clearly primitive due to their lack of eezo and therefore unable to bring to bear anything that can bring down a frigate.

He could not be more wrong. The frigate entered the atmosphere against orders then hovered above the military installation and dropped marines to assault them hoping to cow them into submission. The moment the marines fired at the alien's reception party, a shield deployed over the base from a tower in the center of the installation seemingly decorated with three downward curves projecting from the top which spun as the shield was brought up. The frigate, Resolute, was too near and was sliced in half, the aft section trapped within the protective bubble crashed and exploded, it's explosive force contained safely within. The fore section crashed into the men that jumped out a moment ago before detonating, killing all of them. This mission had already gone from complicated to horribly wrong within the first few moments.

The remaining ships' crew reacted in anger and launched an assault in transports, once again, against his direct orders. It seems that he is just a mere bystander in this mission and he would not be heeded unless he was actually necessary for their survival. Not that his crew and that of the other ships were thinking straight this day.

Everyone was stunned even before the first of the second wave of marines hit the ground. The aliens used some form of energy weapon that fired from the base, knocking half their number from the sky before they were halfway down. As the transports dropped off their cargo of marines into the town, more energy weapons fired and brought down the remaining transports. Once again, the pride of the Batarian people, and this 'elite' unit ensured that they reacted more rashly than before. The marines fired on anything that was not Batarian, mowing down absolutely nothing if the reports are to be trusted. They were reports of aliens with similar build to themselves jumping down upon them from above before their screams were silenced with a sharp whine or poking over the edge of the roofs and firing accurate and deadly shots. There was also another lone alien jumping out of buildings, larger and far more aggressive, brandishing some form of plasma sword charging headlong into entire squads before slicing them apart before they could react.

The mission had gone from bad to worse, for once they turned to him for council and he immediately ordered all the men to retreat back to the relative safety of a nearby forest for pickup against many of his comrades' protest. Fools, all of them. He calmly told them they would flatten the base with ship board weapons before quickly pacifying the rest, but the retreat was slowed by enemy activity.

He then turned away from the screens with creams of men to look into the readings of the space around them, they would probably not save anyone. Upon assessing the situation the decided to remove all evidence of their presence and ordered the cruisers to fire on the colony. As they angled themselves to do so, a number of ships appeared not 10 kilometers away and the cruisers suddenly exploded after a beam of energy passed through the two ships effortlessly, as if their Kinetic Barriers were non-existent.

With their leader now dead, the remaining two frigates finally decided to cut their losses and flee. The Shadow of Intent launched two Plasma Torpedoes at the two fleeing targets. They effortlessly caught up with them and the slower frigate merged with its torpedo for an instant before exploding as it boiled away metal and flesh with equal ease, cutting off the dying screams of the crew as their flesh was carbonized and their lungs drew in nothing but fire.

The other frigate's captain, upon seeing the destruction of its other, tried to dodge it instead of hopelessly outrunning it. As the torpedo caught up with the now lone frigate, the captain skillfully lowered the mass of the ship on the port side, and powering the engines so that it would turn sharply to the left. The result: the torpedo missed by a hundred and fifty meters to the starboard of the ship. However, the distance was too short to escape the intense heat like the many UNSC ships before it that tried similar maneuvers. More than half the hull of the ship boiled away, exposing the crew to the cold hard vacuum that is space. As the air was sucked out of their lungs so quickly, few had the chance to even mutter a sigh of relief when the torpedo missed their ship. Even as they began to realize that they no longer breathe air but the cold hard vacuum, the torpedo had a ready wheeled around, sacrificing half of the faster forward travelling mass of ions and impacted the remains of the frigate bow first, leaving nothing behind but an expanding mass of ionized particles. Stillness then claimed the system, and all seemed tranquil, if only for the moment.

**Author's Note **

**And here it is, chapter 5. Sorry for the wait, I was trying to keep it up to standard and messed up. Took me a while to clear it out. Anyway, I think it's time for the lovely viewers to participate in the makings of this story. So who wants to submit OCs? Those who do not will face castration by donkeys.**

**Back to Earth, the OCs will be the governing body of the Alliance so one for the Director-General, Director of Treasury, Public Relations, Commerce and Defense. These guys can be of any Halo species minus the Yanme'e, Jiralhanae and obviously the San 'Shyuum, Forerunners, Huragok and Precursors. I'm hoping to see an Unggoy Director of Treasury though.**

**So just give the species, name(within reason) and physical description in a review. If no one does anything I'll think up some and of course, as always, leave a review.**

**Edit: Just remembered, I consider the Flood as Precursor so...**


	6. Chapter 6

**Well that went well. Only one submitted an original character and the rest are all my imagination. Probably because I left it at the bottom and did not mention it. Oh well. Here's chapter 6. Now do please drop a review.**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 6 Executive Meeting<strong>

**Aboard the Dreadnought **_**Indomitable**_

General Corinthus stared into space. He could hear the sound of men working around him preparing for the exit at the end of Relay 314 and also the evaluation of the 18 ship strong Batarian contingent that came with them for this 'practice' run. If the Batarians pass, they will be one step closer to obtain a Council seat.

He raises his head and looks around. The tireless Turians around him give him comfort that he is serving the Hierarchy with dedicated soldiers alongside him. He cannot, will not let the Hierarchy down. If he does, the shame will not be upon him, but upon the Primarch who had promoted him, a mentor and close friend of his. He resolved himself, determined not to fail.

Even though the system ahead was clear the last time they were there, the fleet of 63 ships approaching the exit prepared for battle. Weapons are checked, armor put on and the ships VI themselves make their own preparations while checking the ships systems repeatedly for faults and prepare firing solutions for any plausible targets that may be on the other side of the relay.

Consisting of a dreadnought, 17 cruisers and 46 frigates, this fleet is a force to be reckoned with.

"Sir all ships ready and accounted for," said a voice to his right

He turned and found a young Lieutenant, strong, fit, very hardworking and handsome by Turian standards; he believed he has a very good chance to climb to Hierarchy's top ranks.

"Tell me Vakarian," he began, "Do you trust these Batarians?"

"No sir," he answered. But as Corinthus made a gesture that asked him to continue, "They are cowards and lairs. No better than pirates,"

"At least you are honest," he shook his head, although many held the same notion towards the Batarians, few would want to speak up against the latest superpower in the galactic stage. Turning back to Vakarian he said "Tell them to jump on my mark," Vakarian nodded and relayed the order to the rest of the bridge crew who, In turn, relayed it to the other ships.

"Mark," He said, this time loud enough for the whole bridge to hear.

Almost in unison, the 63 ships approached the Mass Relay, consisting of two 'arms' each which curves into a semicircle at one end. In the space created by the curvature, small rings rotate and within very center, a constant blue light pulses. Releasing a tendril from the center, the blue light glows brightly as it caught the nearest ship before launching it across the void. Almost immediately, the next ship, a Batarian, was already underway. No chance of leaving them behind, he though. He should have chosen a different rendezvous point, but it would only result in shame as he deliberately left them behind. Perhaps another time.

Minutes later they arrived and as expected, multiple scans show nothing of interest. Nothing has changed in the system. Now he would sit back and watch the Batarians take over. They quickly took the lead, extremely confident, acting like they have already obtained the council seat and are on an actual council mission. As they headed further into the system cruising without the use of FTL, a voice at the back of his head said something was wrong. He trusted his instincts but did not know what to make of it. Who would dare challenge the might of the Council? Why wait for all the ships to exit the relay before attacking? As he stood up, it seems, hundreds of suns erupted around him. His first thought was the usage of nuclear weapons, and death.

But instead of being consumed by fire, the light vanished instantly and he realized in their brilliance, he did not realize that they were blue, sure signs of Cherenkov radiation. With the disappearance of the lights, over a hundred ships of immense size took their place, only kilometers away.

He realized that many of them are cruiser sized vessels. Oblong and with smooth surfaces with almost no angular surface, they are more than seven hundred meters in length. A report from an ensign confirmed this.

"Twenty of unknown vessels are two kilometers long, six vessels.." The voice trailed off.

"Finish your report ensign!" shouted someone. He realized that it was Vakarian who shouted.

"It's alright Vakarian," he said before turning to the ensign gesturing him to finish his report.

"There are six vessels beyond a hundred thousand kilometers which are more than five kilometers in length, two of which are approaching six," Spirits! They're huge! He thought without letting it show on his face.

His reaction, apparently did not abate the situation as there was an immediate chorus of panic in the bridge. Even though they cannot see the behemoths, being obstructed by the shark-like cruisers, the five kilometer monstrosities would tear through their Kinetic Barriers like Swiss Cheese if they decided to fire. IF!

Almost as soon as it began, the panic died off, brought back to their senses by Turian discipline, the crew of the bridge return to their post. The Batarians were not having the same luck. They were in total disarray. He took the opportunity to seize command. He was commander of the combined fleet, so seizing command seemed odd but he quickly pushed the thought aside.

"Alright, we are surrounded and outnumbered, but remember! We are Turians!" He shouted to the bridge crew. He noticed Vakarian working on a console before turning back to him. So he was being broadcast throughout the fleet. Even better. "This new species, whoever they are, have not yet fired upon us. So they are probably in as much as a pickle as we are, unsure what to do so why not we first initiate first contact and show those Batarians how this is done!" Not his best speech, certainly not the worst either but he was satisfied when a roar of approval came from the crew of all the Turian ships and with great difficulty, the Batarian ship commanders stabilized the situation on board their ships.

"You! Yes you! Prepare the First Contact Package," He said, pointing at a shaken Warrant officer who quickly set to his task, his nervousness subsiding with something to do. "You!" He said pointing at a female, "I want a full report on those ships, eezo readings, bearings, everything. Do it without intrusive scans,"

He turned back to the rest of the crew saying "The rest of you, go back to your post. There is nothing more we can do but wait,"

Within moments, both tasks he had ordered to be carried out were accomplished. The First Contact Package, although present on every Council ship, was not prioritized due to the fact that this system was swept about six months ago and declared clear. As a result, the presence of another species was completely unexpected and the package suppressed to the lower levels of the ships mainframe. The report however was a totally different matter.

As it turns out, these ships that oppose them do not have any eezo. This makes things a lot more complicated. If these ships do not have eezo, how is he to judge how powerful they are if they enter a fight? Their size already show off their engineering skills and the magnetic fields propagating from some of the alien ships to the Batarians cause a shiver to go down his spine. This is not considering the insane energy readings of the ships and without an intrusive scan; he would not be able to prepare strategies to exploit weak spots. This is a very tricky situation to resolve indeed if a fight were to start.

He took a deep breath, "It is time. Send the package,"

* * *

><p><strong>March 2<strong>**nd**** 2587. Alliance Military Calendar**

**ANS Point of No Return, Interstellar Space**

The Point of No Return is a marvelous ship. Designed decades ago to be stealthy and with its construction and existence a total secret even to many in the present age, no one would find them here.

Despite being an aged vessel, recent upgrades made the Point of No Return some of the most advanced ships in the Alliance. However, the reason he chose this ship as the meeting place was because of Odin's Eye, a Faraday cage meeting room that prevents electronic signals from travelling out. Of course slipspace comms will be able to travel out but that cannot be helped.

Around the ebony black round table dominating the center of the circular room sat the Directors, the leaders of the Alliance. At present, they are reading the reports of the past day and it will probably take them a while to finish it. All he can do is wait, or he could read the six books on his reading list. Coming to a decision, he picked up the data pad lying on the table before him and unlocked it with the string of over 200 letters and numbers with no logical order and selected the file containing his books and read them all at once.

Almost an hour later, the Director of Public Relations looked up. He had expected it to do so first. Being Mgalekgolo , Gondarg In'curook, is capable of processing more information compared to most people because of the numerous individual worm-like Lekgolo that make up its body. Ever since losing its bond mate during Operation Pool Party, it has since changed its name, career and armor. Even with Gondarg in 'civilian' issue Mgalekgolo armor, it is more than capable of killing everyone in this room with the two bulky arms, apart from him and one other. Where the Assault Cannon and shield are supposed to be there are now hands, carefully designed to be able to complete tasks humans can with their own.

The second to look up was Thel 'Vadam, the aging Arbiter who is also the Director of Defense after Admiral Hoods passing. As far as he can tell, his emotionless eyes betrayed nothing of what he thought of the reports. He then realized the Arbiter was also assessing his thoughts and looked away. One does not simply challenge the Arbiter in his bronze colored armor in a suit. Not even him. Although he might land a killing blow before 'Vadam could react. As he adverted his gaze, he saw with his peripheral vision Thel working on his data pad.

For another five minutes deafening silence dominated the Cage and he resumed reading his books. It was someone unexpected who finished next. Dadab Banks, who obtained his surname by being a very successful banker and then became a merchant before finally becoming the Director of Treasury, wore an exquisite pink suit specially made for Unggoy which is more complex than modern military designs with a food nipple within. Completely vacuum sealed, he can survive in space for a few days before his methane reserves run dry.

As Dadab and Gondarg begin to strike up a conversation, the last two, Mason Cartwright, the Director of Commerce and Franz Austerlitz, he Director General, looked up simultaneously. They looked around, their eyes meeting everyone else's, except each other, before leaned back in their chairs. More than once they have been thought as twins even when they are not even remotely related to each other. But that was years ago. Austerlitz is now frail and old with only white hair where fervent brown had been. Cartwright however, looked much younger with only a few wrinkles on his forehead and barely any anywhere else. Strong and big, he fits the burly German stereotype better than Austerlitz ever has. Everyone who worked with them are often surprised and soon, scared of the two. They seem to have an uncanny ability to know what the other was thinking and they rarely disagreed on things.

"So, aliens," Franz said and a chuckle went around the room.

"We were going to run into them sooner or later," Thel pointed out.

"Yes, but so soon after our recovery? We might need to shift to war footing if anything happens. And that won't be good for our economy at large," Mason said in a cautious tone.

"That would be bad for business!" exclaimed Dadab.

"Depends on the business" Gondarg reassured, "I'm more worried about the peoples reaction," Gondarg continued.

The whole room seemed to shake whenever Gondarg spoke, and it does not help when one can 'feel' him speak more than they hear it.

"What do the Geth say about them, Micheal?" Franz inquired.

It was unusual for a Director to speak to him with his first name but when he does, it means he is in a very serious mood. After all, he has 80 billion souls on his shoulders, all depending on him, and in extension, all the directors for their safety in the galaxy at large.

"First things first, internal problems," Micheal said with a grin across his face.

Most of the directors groaned and leaned back in their chairs save or Thel and the top dogs, the two other humans.

"The secessionist issue has been resolved and internal stability has been restored," he began. "And if you have read carefully earlier you would see that my son has claimed to have killed the Cerberus leader, known as The Illusive Man,"

"Your son _claimed_ Shepard, I wouldn't trust him. He is after all a boy," Dadab spat.

"True, but I believe him," he said

"You wrote these reports have you not? Or at least read them?" Mason asked skeptically.

"Of course," he answered immediately without thinking

"Then you know there is no body. I wouldn't believe a son of the Director of ONI even with one,"

"You are all sneaky bastards," Franz added, a hint of his German accent showing.

"True that," Micheal admitted.

"Enough stalling. I won't be led around in circles like when you briefed us on Jul 'Mdama's death," Thel said softly but the danger in his voice is evident.

"The fool," he said shaking his head. "Like fish in a barrel," he suddenly realized that everyone was staring at him with annoyed looks and decided to stop playing games. "Very well, the Geth apparently know of them but refuse to let us in on everything,"

"Smart," Mason said and everyone murmured in agreement. "What do they want in return?"

"Information," he said and he saw the Directors exchanging glances.

"What kind?" Thel demanded.

"They have this, thing. It's called a codex they want our version. It has information on everything and anything about them and all the races of the galaxy. Provided you update it and because the Geth have not been on friendly terms with the Citadel Council, I believe it's not up to date. The Citadel Council is the 'United Nations' of the Galaxy by the way,"

The faces of the people around him seem to order him to continue. "The Council forbids the construction of Artificial Intelligences. I believe however than you would want more information on the Council races first." He said looking at the Director General. He gestured him to continue.

"The three leading races are the Asari, Salarians and Turians. The Asari are the diplomatic arm of the Council, the Salarians intelligence and the Turians, military."

"Sounds similar to the Covenant to me," Thel said, his fists clenched, no doubt remembering the lies the Prophets Truth, Mercy and Regret and their lies, causing the death of at least 23 billion humans and countless loyal Covenant.

"Vaguely, yes they do. The Council is a um, group, of interstellar races coming together for the greater good of all in a space station called the Citadel. Hence the name. The ones that do not follow their laws are punished. Nothing harsh really, embargoes and all that,"

"What are these laws?" Franz asked.

"Well the most important one the entire galaxy has to follow is the Citadel Conventions which forbids the use of WMDs on 'garden worlds' worlds that are capable of supporting complex life. Apparently they do not have many. The second most important one is the Treaty of Farixen which limits the number of dreadnoughts one nation can construct. Signing of this treaty is required to open an embassy on the Citadel,"

Gondarg shifted I his seat about to speak, but Thel spoke first, unaware of the fact.

"What is their technology like? If they have few 'garden worlds' they must be very powerful to reduce the number so significantly but lack the ability to restore them,"

"Surprisingly they are only slightly better than the Batarians we fought on Shanxi, but they were rabble so far we know. The interrogations aren't going anywhere I'm afraid. They sure can hold their tongue. The Geth might as well not provide those translators,"

"Their technology however, is another thing. So far we know and with the Geth providing the information, our guesses are right. They rely solely one eezo and the Mass Relays,"

"Eezo, how much do they have? Our experiments used up all of the eezo in the alien cache you found!" Mason exclaimed.

"Apparently they have lots of it. The Geth were also in that system we found them because it was alive with it. Supernovae creates eezo,"

The last statement raised many eyebrows and odd looks from the directors but he turned to Gorndarg "What was it you wanted to ask?"

Gondarg leaned forward in his over sized seat and said "The aliens' biology. How different are they from us?" Gondarg's whole body once again vibrates to produce the sound.

"I suspected as much. The Turians for starters, are different from any of us. They are most like the Sangheili but their bodies are made of dextro-amino acids which are chiral. Ours are levo-amino acids. Their placement is different around the carbon in the center and what not. They are the only species apart from the Geths' creators have this trait. The Asari are an all-female species which can mate with any species and produce pure Asari offspring. I don't understand how it works either but the last one is easier to grasp."

"Salarians," he said looking down at his data pad to refresh his memory. "Ah. They are short lived, _extremely_ intelligent reptile-like creatures. Nothing very special about them honestly,"

"Anything else?" Franz asked. No doubt he would have his own. When everyone shook their heads he turned to Micheal and said "What do you think of them, as a threat."

"Honestly, not much. Their dreadnoughts are only a kilometer in length using MACs powered by eezo and is not too powerful. Their rate of fire however is commendable and they probably outnumber us by a large margin,"

"No speculation. Reserve all that until we meet the Council," Mason barked.

"I concur, but who should we send?" said Franz

"May I suggest Golye, Director Austerlitz? She has a good track record and an expert diplomat who will be escorted by an ONI operative of course,"

"And security," Thel added

"Very well. There is little else we can do about it. Any other suggestions?" Mason sighed.

"How widespread is eezo?" a voice squeaked. Everyone turned to the direction of its origin and found Dadap. "What? It happens when I wake up?" his voice squeaking again.

"You have been sleeping? Again?" Thel said, the annoyance painfully obvious in his voice.

"It was boring, nothing much to do with money!"

Micheal sighed. His voice can occasionally climb higher and it's worse if he had just woke up. He then answered "It is very wide spread but it is expensive. The amount needed to properly operate a ship increases with the size of the ship, making it a very valuable commodity,"

"Didn't the Geth give us the system we encountered them in?" Thel asked, remembering that Supernovae can create eezo and the system's star was a neutron star and oddly with an asteroid belt orbiting it.

"Yes they did. We have little use for eezo. I say we take what we need and sell the rest if relations with the Council go well and we won't be giving them that information, it's too valuable now," Franz said tapping his fingers on the table in a wave like motion. Contemplating something.

"Is that all gentlemen?" Mason asked. A series of nods agreed with him. "Very well then this meeting is officially over. Now Dadap, is that a new suit?"

"Not again!" Dadap exclaimed as a chorus of laughter erupted around him. Micheal joined in as well. They were more like a family since they deposed of the incompetent Osman and revealed her treachery to the public, nearly tearing the Alliance apart. A stupid move but now the Council cannot exploit the usage of genetically modified crops to cause the Great Famine. Thel Vadam, surprisingly swayed public opinion to stay within the Alliance since they had discovered the Mass Relays, fearing a collapse could weaken them all, and he was right. Looking at the smiling faces around him, he realized everything was at stake. It will all be in the hands of the diplomats and if they fail, in the military. And it was his job to keep them informed. Or everything will crash and burn.
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><p><strong>Chapter 7 The Citadel<strong>

**2087 Galactic Standard Time**

The Systems Alliance is putting up a show. The Council politely asked the Systems Alliance to only bring a cruiser to the Citadel carrying their emissary, instead a single ship, two kilometers long and one wide, sleek and dark colored, as if trying to hide, arrived with its Turian guides. As far as he can tell, there are no protrusions on the ship, save for a few crater like indentations scattered all over, all of it was smooth. Only moments ago sections of the ship's side shifted, opened, revealing a veil of rippling blue energy. From this veil emerged a squadron, a total four craft, beautifully made and designed for war. Large but surprisingly nimble, they fly fast but not as fast as Turian fighters or as maneuverable but are over 30 meters long, much larger than all the Council species fighters.

In a few more minutes the ambassadors of the Alliance will arrive. They have arrived fifteen minutes earlier and will enter with their escort and meet with the Councilors in the Tower. AT this moment, they are now in the Presidium. The cameras show that the ones who identified itself as the diplomat appear unimpressed by the scale and beauty of the Presidium. Most unusual. The diplomat and her (as he was told) two escorts appear akin to Asari only with flowing hair instead of the head fringe which is a characteristic of the Asari. Her two escorts are strikingly different from the diplomat both in clothing and stride. They stand tall, proud, whereas the diplomat's gait is merely confident, the guards show an air of authority, dominance over the C-Sec escorts surrounding the entourage. The diplomat wears something like a dress, long flowing and formal looking whereas one of the escorts wore jet black clothing in two parts, one with buttons down the middle for the torso with long sleeves like a heavy coat and trousers for the legs. The other, possibly female based on the similar build to the diplomat, as both are slimmer compared to the other broad shouldered escort, wore the same for her torso as the male but with a knee-long skirt to cover her legs. Her blonde hair is tied into a bun unlike the free flowing black of the diplomat.

The visibly heavily armed guards appear to be of different species entirely. The one behind the female who is on the right looks Turian but distinctively taller. With its backward facing knees and slim body, it would pass as a Turian but its massive size, dull grey armor which covers the whole body and its scary helm will give it away. The helmet also looks elongated, suggesting its head is so too. The other, much larger than the one before, standing behind the male in black, dons armor of the same color but seems more vicious, and dwarfs the Turian C-Sec officer next to him and the other already large guard.

As the entourage walks pass, the last two of the Alliances escort seem to lumber into view. They look exactly the same, with a shield in the left hand and a cannon looking thing on its right, the two stand at least three meters tall, looming much larger than Krogan even if account was taken for their humps. On their backs seem be six thick spines protruding outwards and backwards.

What is he really dealing with? They are obviously a confederation of a few species but how did they come about without coming in contact with the Council? Was there another Citadel out there? His worried expression must have attracted the attention of fellow Councilor Tevos of the Asari Republics as the Alliance parade through the Presidium has attracted the eyes of all those who are there.

"What is wrong Fedorian?" she asked.

"Nothing. It's just that I have never faced a situation like this before. A collection of races? Have you heard of such?"

"No, it is a first for me too. Just observe and only ask necessary questions. Otherwise remain silent, leave the talking to me,"

Her calm demeanor and confidence seem to cow him into submission. He takes a deep breath and says "Well let's get this done,"

As they take their places around the table in the Council Chambers, he notices the Salarian Union's Councilor, Valern take his seat at the far left of the massive table with him on the right and Tevos at the center. Valern seems to be perfectly calm, but knowing Salarians, his head must be a whirlwind of thoughts, each one assessed and either discarded or put to use.

Moments later, a C-Sec guard walks in speaking for the diplomat to allow them entry into the Council Chambers. Councilor Tevos gives permission but decreed that the two giants _must _remain outside in the Council Chambers. As the group walked in leaving behind their behemoths, they fanned out into a wedge formation with the diplomat in the center, the two dressed in black flanking her and the last two behind them. His Turian instincts instantly kicked in. They were in attack formation, perhaps capable of overwhelming to C-Sec in the Chambers and killing them all. Thankfully they have no such intention; the two guards fanned out and faced the C-Sec officers escorting them as the entourage stops. The guards stood with their weapons across their chest; much like Turians do when on guard. Their military seems well trained.

He suddenly realized the silence in the Chambers and tried to calm himself. His paranoia is playing hell with his mind. FOCUS FEDORIAN! And as he thought solely of his task ahead, his mind cleared and all thoughts became streamlined, sharp.

As if waiting for him to right himself, Tevos only now stood up and spoke "Welcome to the Citadel. I am Councilor Tevos of the Asari Republics,"

"And I am Councilor Valern of the Salarian Union,"

"And I, Councilor Fedorian of the Turian Hierarchy hope that this meeting will be fruitful,"

Councilor Tevos flashed him a look from the corner of her eye and he knew after this he will be in trouble. All was then quiet for a moment before the diplomat spoke but he couldn't hear her. Then a louder voice was heard saying in perfect Turian "Thank you for your warm and generous welcome to the Citadel. I am Ambassador Goyle, representative of the System Alliance,"

"If I may, what is the Systems Alliance?" Tevos asked.

"The System Alliance is the governing body of the former UNSC and Covenant Empire, both dissolved during the SA's formation,"

"What caused this formation?"

"The then corrupt head of the UNSC's intelligence service induced The Great Famine, killing tens of thousands, usually leaving no more than ten thousand survivors per planet; worse case was a person per hundred square kilometers. Thankfully she was found guilty of Crimes against Humanity and executed," Goyle answered simply.

"What were the UNSC and the Covenant then?"

"The UNSC was the Exploratory, Scientific and Military arm of the United Earth Government which was overridden by the UNSC as an emergency military government because Covenant forces exterminated all humans on the planets they encountered slowly but surely heading towards our home world, glassing every planet they encounter," Focused on the diplomat, he did not notice the two black officers glance at each other until now. He guessed she has talked too much for comfort but not enough for them to intervene. She was going close to the line they had set. Dangerously close.

"I am sorry, but what is 'glassing'?" Tevos asked with a hint of doubt and confusion in hear voice.

"The Covenant use their energy weapons to turn an entire planet's surface to a glass like substance, hence the name glassing." She took a breath before continuing. "Enough of us for now, what about you? What formed this Citadel Council?" The way Goyle seized control of the meeting seemed undiplomatic to Fedorian but the fear of this 'glassing' was evident in the Councilors. For the first time, Fedorian was genuinely scared of another species. Sure the stories of the Rachni and Krogan when he was a child terrified him but that was pale in comparison to something that may still be around. Moreover, he had never heard of such firepower capable of burning an entire world, much less at such power the surface of the entire planet was turned to glass. She could be exaggerating of course but her companions seem unperturbed.

"Alright then, if you feel that it should be so. The Asari Republics first discovered the Mass Relay network and thus the Citadel. We came in contact with the Salarian Union soon after. We encountered the Rachni, an insect like race devoid of reason or pity; they attacked us without reason and threatened to wipe us out. The Salarians uplifted the Korgan and used them to take the fight to the harsh environments of the Rachni hives. Shortly after our victory, the Krogan rebelled. Desperate, we stumbled upon the Turians," Tevos said with her right arm gesturing at him. "The Council then managed to push back and defeat them, but not without losses,"

It seems to Fedorian, this meeting has become a contest of showing off one's power, like children boasting about their greatness. Are we so desperate to retain the image of perfection and power? Tevos however was not acting as her usual self. Was she trying to cause the human to talk too much and reveal secrets? Thankfully the human's next words changed the flow of the discussion, focusing on another matter entirely.

"Interesting, I am sure our respective historians would love to have a word with each other. Now, the Alliance is interested in opening an embassy with the Citadel to ease relations and hopes the Citadel would do the same,"

"Very well, but to join the Alliance must first sign the Citadel Conventions and the Treaty of Farixen," she cleared her throat before beginning.

As Tevos read the Citadel Conventions, the entourage seems displeased, even their armed escort who seem to have their own translating devices, shifted as if disturbed upon hearing the ban on weapons of mass destruction and the protection of garden worlds. The last straw apparently came at the Treaty of Farixen.

"The Treaty of Farixen limits the production of dreadnoughts at the ration of 5:3:1. For every five dreadnoughts the Turian Hierarchy builds, the Asari Republics and Salarian Union three and all other associate races, _one_,"

"How many dreadnoughts does the Hierarchy have Councilor Fedorian?" The human diplomat asked.

"Fifty two," he answered.

"The Treaty of Farixen is unfortunately, unacceptable. At last count, we have seventy dreadnoughts. We cannot decommission them either, we have too large a space to maintain order and protect,"

"I am sorry but we cannot negotiate this. Are all of your dreadnoughts like the one you came in with?"

"I am not sure what game you are playing at. You clearly stated only a cruiser will transport the SA diplomat and we did as the Council requested,"

The shock inflicted on Fedorian upon hearing that a two kilometer vessel, a very large dreadnought by Council standards was regarded as nothing more than a cruiser was too much to bear. As he looked to his fellow councilors, he saw the Salarian recover from the shock and Tevos surprisingly, looked absolutely calm. It must be the years of being a diplomat he thought as he closed his open mouth.

"How large are your dreadnoughts then?" Tevos asked.

"Give or take 5 kilometers,"

"Such construction is impossible!" Valern exclaimed and was dutifully ignored.

"How do you build them so large?" he asked, more intrigued by the size of the vessel than the sheer firepower it can have. He will register that later.

"We should proceed. We can work the details out later," Valern said in a voice so quick it seemed to take a few seconds for the humans to understand.

Finally the ambassador said "Yes, we should proceed,"

"The last important rule is the ban of all artificial intelligences," At this he saw comprehension in the ambassadors escorts eyes and a quick glance was shared among them. They are hiding something.

"Why ban artificial intelligences?"

"They are too dangerous," Councilor Tevos said bluntly.

"I'm sorry, we cannot abandon them; they are too valuable," Goyle replied.

"Very well. Perhaps we should also put this on hold for now," Tevos snapped.

"As you wish. Perhaps the Council would like to have an embassy on Reach, our capital? We have no terms as long as the Council has no ill intent,"

"The Council will consider that offer,"

"Thank you Councilor Tevos. Unfortunately we have exhausted our immediate concerns. If that is all, we shall return to our ship and will return later after you have made your decisions,"

"If you so wish. Perhaps you would like to tour the Citadel?"

"We are humbled by your offer but we must refuse, we have urgent business to take care of,"

"That is understandable. Have a nice day Ambassador Goyle,"

"And I wish you the same," Ambassador Goyle said and turned smartly, leading the group out of the Council Chambers.

As soon as they left, Tevos turned to him. "Not bad Fedorian. You will become a great Primarch. Surely the Hierarchy will benefit you leading them,"

Unsure of what that meant, he said "Thank you Councilor. If I may, may ask you a question?"

"I think you already have," she replied.

"Well then, I would like to ask you a question,"

She smiled before saying "Very well. What troubles your thoughts?"

"Do you trust these, humans?" Fedorian asked hesitating to refer to the Alliance as only a single species.

"Of course not, however I think our research will benefit greatly with the arrival of the Systems Alliance."

"What do you mean Councilor?"

"Valern?" she said, turning to him. Valern tapped on his Omni tool and a screen appeared before him, showing him a strange ship. Black and bulky, it has a central body, with two wing like projections on its side. A single Salarian stood before it, allowing for scale and to him, it was almost as large as a frigate, if not more. On its side were words painted in white. UNSC RUBICON.

The following pictures showed dead crew within, all of them human. A few of them wore the same black clothing as the human escorts of Ambassador Goyle.

"Do you know what happened to them?"

"They appear to have asphyxiated. Life support failure most likely. Little of value was found. Primitive projectile weapons, destroyed data cores, only an odd engine. It was labeled Shaw-Fujikawa Translight Engine and we are unable to find use it. It is probably an FTL device for all intents and purposes,"

"So that is how they went about without the relays or eezo,"

"You are most likely correct Fedorian. However we cannot reverse engineer it. Valern has suggested when relations have improved with the Systems Alliance we can bring one of their scientist or engineers to teach us how to use it,"

"You are going to kidnap them?"

"Yes. The STG will take part,"

"Must we resort to such acts?" he asked, horrified by such subterfuge the Council was about to commit. He worries for the Hierarchy, for all he knew, they could be doing the same to it.

"Unless the Alliance offers us the technology, yes it will proceed," Horrified, the upright Fedorian stood up and stormed away with the other Councilors eyes watching him every step of the way.

He was here first to study the ways of the galaxy before becoming Primarch as the current Primarch had suggested, saying that they were clueless of such dealings. And he had agreed. He now knew that politicians are not to be trusted.

"I hate galactic politics," he said to no one in particular.
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><p><strong>Chapter 8 What A Twist!<strong>

**2245 hours, March 3****rd**** 2587. Local Calendar **

**Aboard Civilian Liner Repentance **

Life as he knew it is gone for John Shepard. No more fun picnics, camps and hunts. No more Jack. The one he knew, the one he used to know. Not to mention that freaking ONI agents came over and told him to be quiet with all that have happened in the forest. Then his father, Micheal Shepard, told him that he would be sending him, his brother, Jeremy, and together with R'tas's youngest son, Fal to a friend of his living within the better established and better protected planets of the Alliance. And what other planet would be safer than Sangheilios? R'tas's other sons signed up to join the marines. Jeremy on the other hand, decided to enjoy life a little more.

The news of encountering an alien 'United Nations' and the attack on New Sparta had spread like wildfire. It also spooked the higher ups and as a result, the entire military was being mobilized. Even those ex-military, who weren't reserves like his father and most of the people in New Sparta above thirty, were brought back in.

The rest of the villagers had relations on other parts of the Alliance sent them away the moment the region had been stabilized. Right now, news is spreading that the delegates are about to meet with the heads of the "Citadel Council' as the alien confederation was called. Not that he cared, he was about to be sent away to live with strangers with only his brother and Fal as the only people he know with him. Jeremy will no doubt mix in easily being very outgoing, Fal just blends in, but poor quiet him will have to slowly get used to the new faces and people.

As far as he was told he was going to stay in the housing area of a military base on Sangheilios near Vadam Keep. His father also said to him "You can't miss him; he's a little around your size and stands out among the crowd there," Like that was enough information to find someone on a planet of two billion and growing fast. It may well be three by the time they get there.

The flight was estimated to last one and a half hours. Not bad from the fringes to the heart of the Systems Alliance, but he bet that the military can make it here from there in half that time if they really push it, reconciliation being the only major problem.

Until recently, the engineers and scientist do not have an idea of what slipspace is and how it works but school taught him that it is vaguely like a living organism. When an object outraces it's reality by entering slipspace, it forms a clot in it that will slowly heal, much like a living thing. If one goes too far, or moves something too big, the clot will be extremely large, causing slipspace to slow down on a massive scale. Reconciliation, the art of accelerating the healing process is largely unknown to the SA and only the most advanced ships have anything remotely resembling a machine that reconciles at a rate that one might as well just ignore it.

As he pulls out of self-pity, he realizes the liner was mostly empty save for a few other people. A liner fit to carry a hundred people, wasted on a so few. He shakes his head. Not that many people come here anyway. Unlike the other neighboring systems, there are no attractions built on Shanxi. Other worlds may have a Neuschwanstein or Vadam Keep replicas built as a cheaper alternative to travelling to Earth or Sangheilios, but with travel times so short, why not just go there? It was not like the old days where slipspace travel was as dangerous as it was protracted. He might as well try to catch some sleep on the flight.

He turned onto his left looking out the window and looked at the world he has called home for the past six months. His brother and Fal had agreed that the youngest, in terms of species age, will have to take the window seat even if he is actually older than Fal in years. Life is never fair he thought.

He closed his eyes but couldn't sleep. Hearing the air steward going around counting the passengers with a device that clicks every time he presses it made sleeping no easier. The steward then began explaining the flight safety instructions. Instructions he had heard numerous times and so he ignored them.

Later, the plane taxied and was on the runway, from which it took off, the whine of jet engines audible for kilometers around. It would probably be the last civilian craft to do so in a long time. He stared out the window, watching the ship leave the ground, the planet pulling away with remarkable speed and then steadied; the rotation of Shanxi clearly visible and the clouds moving in slow motion. All was consumed by a blue flash which was instantly replaced by darkness.

The same calm that took John was not there for Jeremy. Even though he was a frequent flyer, takeoffs and landings always unnerved him. As the ship sped up for takeoff on the runway, he gripped the arms on his seat so hard that marks were left in the leather. The steep ascent did not help either. As the ship climbed, he shut his eyes, hoping nothing bad will happen. Then came the long wait as the ship entered slipspace. But then his highly active mind will likely keep him busy. He saw his brother with his back to him but was awake as he saw in the reflection in the mirror. To his right sat Fal who broke the silence first.

"Who do you think we will meet there?"

"Someone our dad knows. Hey, he might have mentioned him in his stories." he replied cheerfully, mostly to dispel the liner's nerve wrecking climb earlier.

"He doesn't describe people in his stories,"

"His greatest flaw as a storyteller," he joked. "I'm more interested in the girls we will see there,"

"They will all probably be Sangheili. Plus the gravity will make them all buffer than you anyway."

"It's not that bad; I just hope they don't break anything,"

"You are always the playboy," Fal lamented.

"Nah, I'm too childish for that anyway. I wonder what we are gonna do there."

"Here we go again," Fal sighed. "I'm going to get some shut eye. You should too; it will be a long day tomorrow."

* * *

><p>Yawning, Jeremy said, "We're there already?"<p>

"Yeah, you slept through the whole landing," John said as he unbuckled his seat belt.

He shrugged and undid his own seat belt.

"Hurry up slowpoke!" Fal said already in the aisle. "We don't want whoever that was waiting for us to wait too long would we?"

"Relax, we don't have any luggage," He said standing up and proceeded to stretch his arms to either side, another yawn overcoming him.

As they walked into a tube connected to the plane leading them to the hallway which leads to the arrival hall, they all felt, strange. Movements require a little more strength and energy than previously needed, but not too much to encumber them. "So this is what Sangheilios feels like," Jeremy said realizing the liner is still maintaining its own gravity.

"Come on! How many times must I pester you guys before you start moving?" Fal said, almost on the verge of shouting.

Jeremy let out a sigh and together with John jogged to the arrival hall.

The arrival hall was large with plenty of room and split into two. One section was the luggage collection which Jeremy ignored and the other was the exit to the main terminal. At the threshold, did he only realize it was daytime in this part of Sangheilios, and his body protested at the lack of sleep. He shook his head, temporarily driving the sleepiness away and started looking for the vaguely described person his father told them.

As Jeremy walked past the crowd of people looking for their families and friends as they arrived from other worlds, he noticed a person fitting that description. A human man, tall and well built, stood at shoulder height of most Sangheili and was about John's size. His face was angular smooth. His sharp nose stood out against his largely Asiatic features. His deep set hazel eyes met Jeremy's but quickly turned away.

Nudging John, Jeremy asked, "Do you think that's him?"

John looked around before settling back on the man. "He's the only human here. The rest are Sangheili,"

"Why not just ask him and find out?" Fal cut in.

"Then you do it," Jeremy said and Fal shied away from the proposal. He sighed and marched towards the man.

"Excuse me sir, are you familiar with Micheal Shepard?"

The man smiled and said "Yes. I presume you are Jeremy?"

"Yes," he replied. Before he could continue, the man said gesturing at himself, then the other boys "I am Vladimir Wong by the way. The two of you, come with us,"

They followed Wong into a black sedan which he unlocked with his keys with the push of a button. He pressed another and the gull-wing doors raised. They stepped in with Wong naturally taking the driver's seat, starting the engine with the keys as Jeremy decided to ride shotgun. Fal and John seemed content with the back seats. After Wong checked that they were all seated, he thumbed a pressure pad in the steering wheel and the car began to move.

"Aren't you going to drive on automatic?" John asked.

"I like driving my own car. Is there a problem?" he said with a tone of malice in his voice, looking at each one of them and they shook their heads. "Good,"

As they turned on to the main road which leads to a town in the middle of the four major points of interest, the harbor, spaceport, an Army base and the Vadam Keep itself, he could see an unnatural coastline and realized this must be where the UNSC Infinity fired its MAC cannons to lift the siege of the keep. Built into the mountains, he could barely see anything that would stand out as fortifications and concluded that that must be what they intended.

"So," Wong began. "The two of you at the back must be John and Fal,"

They nodded. "Am I speaking to a wall here?" Wong asked as no reply came and continued to focus on driving.

"Yes, we are they," Fal said.

"Good. Your fathers told me a lot about you three,"

"He did?" Jeremy asked.

"Yes, he told me everything he about you," he said before continuing. "He told me to take you to Camp Vadam. Not very creative I know but hey, it's the Army."

"What are we going to do there?" He asked.

"Well, you're going to train alongside the trainee drill instructors," He looked into the rear view mirror and saw that they were confused or at the very least, raising eyebrows. "Now, your dads put you three in a special program. Have you guys heard of the Black Hand?"

"Who hasn't?" Fal answered.

"Well guess what? You're in."

Jeremy turned to look at John and Fal who both have excitement, fear and confusion plastered on their faces. They could not believe what they just heard!

"Are you sure?" John finally asked after almost a minute of disbelief held their tongues.

"Of course I am," he said plainly.

He wanted to reply but saw something on the coast a few kilometers up ahead. At first he saw only small figures, but his eyes adjusted quickly and it came into view. The figures on the beach were undoubtedly Sangheili, but there was a mix of adults and children and further out, there were boats with the unmistakable shape of humans on board. They watched as they drove by, with the exception of Wong; haul a kicking Sangheili child on board.

"What are they doing?" he asked as the scene vanished from sight. The boats; some filled with Sangheili children all heads down or screaming at the people who brought them onboard, sailed away towards the harbor.

"It is a classic Sangheili ritual: young children, no more than the age of four, would be thrown into the sea. If they swim back, they learn a lesson of survival. Those that cannot make it drown. Now they are saved and sent to live with adopted families. If they are lucky, they get fellow Sangheili on less martial worlds like Earth, if not; they would most likely live with humans,"

"Remarkable. I heard of it from my father but dismissed it as a tale to keep children I line. Perhaps we should go and take a look at one when it does happen." Fal suggested.

"It is not easy standing at the sidelines watching children drown. You are all lucky you saw only the finale,"

"I thought they are saved, so how do they drown?" Jeremy asked.

"They do not always save them all," Wong said in an ominous tone.

The car remained silent for the next eight minutes and was filled with small talk for the next fifteen but as the sedan drove into Camp Vadam after passing multiple checkpoints did they decide to question Wong more.

"I don't see Ghost," John pointed out using the slang term for the Black Hand.

True enough, the camp was filled with all sorts of Army training stuff but ONI's renowned Ghosts are missing. Here and there you see men doing all kinds of practices, push ups, jogging and oddly, men screaming at trees. What they were screaming about was muted by the distance and the chorus of men exercising. And by men, it was not just humans but also consisting of largely Unggoy and naturally, a considerable number of Sangheili.

Wong remained silent as if he did not hear John's question and continued driving. They drove into the barracks where small squat buildings are organized and labelled neatly but the occasional oddity can be seen. Instead of the numbers commonly used, some have barracks dedicated to officers like Winters and O'Brien. They drove quickly past the barracks and into what Jeremy presumes to be the center of the base.

A number of administrative looking buildings were surrounded by a park with verdant trees sparsely planted. Obviously only the officers get to enjoy the park as no one below the rank of Major, as far as Jeremy can tell, were around. He blinked; surprised that he could pick out something as small as insignia on a uniform from a man standing almost fifty meters away. Before he could mull over it, the car stopped and Wong announced "We're here,"

"Are we going there?" Fal asked, pointing at the buildings in the center of the park.

"Obviously," Wong said as he got out.

Jeremy realized that while he was looking out the window daydreaming, Wong had not randomly parked the car in the middle of the road, but had acquired a proper parking place. Who it was meant for, he could not care less.

"Alright," Wong said in a calm manner, "go right in."

We approached the nearest building and stood in front of its doorway, he realized, not for the first time, how big the buildings were. The doorway itself was almost twice his height and the red brick color of the building's walls seems to punctuate that. The double doors themselves were made of wood, presumably carved from the nearby forest into a masterpiece. Their handles made of bronze the length of his forearm set vertically near the center of the two combined doors.

He turned around and saw Wong standing there by the car, watching them. Wong did a shooing motion, gesturing them to enter. Here goes nothing, he thought and pushed the doors open, and inside was a hallway, the floor covered with marble tiles and on the walls a tapestry depicting acts of heroism of warriors past. The three of them walked in, their curiosity, wonder and awe of the tapestry overcoming the suspicion of an empty hallway. There were illustrations of Sangheili killing their enemies, other Sangheili, human and Flood.

Upon seeing the images of the Flood, a shiver went down his spine. He learnt in school that the sight of one usually spelt doom to the planet or station they were on. The stories of Africa being glassed to stop them still scared him.

As they walked a few more steps in, he could see human warriors clad in green gunning down countless foes, all of them either Sangheili, Unggoy or Kig Yar. The turned around to grasp the entirety of the tapestry but to his surprise, the hallway was not empty. Obscured by the door, a desk with a Sangheili clerk or secretary was staring into the screen before it while typing away at the keyboard not making a sound. It looked up, somehow sensing they were there. Jeremy will later on recall that the Sangheili have an acute sense of smell. It went back to work without so much as making a sound.

"Um, hello?" Fal asked.

A holographic image suddenly appeared, startling the tree of them, but not so that they screamed. The image was in fact an avatar of the base's A.I. The avatar was a piece of twisted metal which made a loop, but getting smaller like a spiral. But unlike a spiral, it was elongated into an oval like shape which stood upright. He thought upright because this piece of metal had eyes near the top end with floating eyebrows above them and the bending of the metal on the inner side was shaped so it formed a smile.

"Hello, I am Clippy, Camp Vadam's resident artificial intelligence." It said in an annoying high pitched voice. "You look like you three are lost. Do you require any assistance?"

"Yes," Jeremy said uncertainly. "We were told by Vladimir Wong to come in here?"

"Why of course!" Clippy said without hiding its joy. "This way please," it gestured with the extended metal which formed the other end of the loop.

The three hesitated, unwilling to follow an ominous A.I.'s instructions down a desolate hallway apart from the clerk.

It must have sensed their fear and said, "It's alright, I am _everywhere _in this building. You will _never_ get lost with me here,"

Now, even more unnerved, Jeremy turned and wanted to leave but a voice cut in from nowhere before he could reach the handles on the inside, similarly made of bronze, "Alright that is enough Clippit. Boys, go down the hallway and take the first left, and then enter the first room on your right,"

They followed the voices instructions after a moment's hesitation and proceeded down the corridor. As they turned the corner there was a tall man in ONI uniform, who gestured them to enter. He did not get a good look at him as the metal door slid open, revealing a classroom full of people around his age inside. At the front was a man who was apparently talking when the door opened and thus was displeased by the interruption but when his green eyes fell upon them a cruel smile broke on his lips.

"Well, well. What do we have here?"

**Location unknown**

He did not know how long he had been here leaning against the wall of this pitch black room. His body ached from head to toe and so did the wound where a knife had slid into his rib cage from his stomach. As such he was unable to feel how large the room was but with his heightened hearing, he was able to create a mental picture of it via echolocation. It was not large, roughly five meters by six and eight high. He was also well aware of the other humanoid in the room and by his smell; he could guess who it was despite all his efforts to prevent that from happening by concealing his scent with the same bacon smell as his meal next to him.

The sounds of approaching footsteps outside caused him to tense, and it ended in front of his cell. The door to his cell slid open without a sound, letting the pure white light illuminating the area outside enter. He threw up his arms to shield his eyes from the glare but his eyes adjusted quickly enough, letting him know he was not left in the dark too long.

The cell door closed and the light came on slowly, like a neon light on the streets of Earth or Reach slowly increasing in intensity.

"Look what the cat dragged in. I did not think for a moment that the great Illusive Man could be caught!"

"Yeah, yeah whatever Micheal," he said. "What I want to know is what he is doing here,"

Micheal seemed confused but turned around and was visibly shocked. "Director General Austerlitz? What are you doing here? How did you get in? How..."

The Director General raised a hand to silence him. "I am not as old as I look," he said as he stepped forward. "The real question is why he is still alive,"

"I have my reasons," Micheal said defiantly.

Austerlitz snorted. "He is a threat to the Alliance. He should be shot,"

"Do I get a say in this?" Harper said, only to be ignored. So much for talking his way out of this mess, he thought.

"I also remember a certain someone mentioned his son had killed the Illusive Man?" Franz continued.

"He did, but I saved his sorry ass,"

"Why?"

"I have foreseen the run in with the Citadel Council. I intend to use him to our benefit. Plus, he owes me,"

"Owe you? I took care of your children! I practically raised them while you ran around doing ONI stuff," Harper retorted.

"I had let you live countless times since you joined Cerberus. In fact, you seizing power would have been impossible without my help,"

"But…" he had nothing to say. It all made sense now, all those close shaves and miracle escapes that seemed too good to be true. But he now knew the truth.

"So what were you going to do with this friend of yours? This _traitor_," Franz said in a menacing tone.

"I am going to let him go," Micheal said. This did not shock Franz, at least he could not see any sign of surprise, but he certainly was.

The Director General remained silent and so Micheal must have decided to continue.

"See, our friend here reorganized Cerberus in such a way that they are reliant on him. Without him, Cerberus would splinter into a dozen different factions going at each other's' throats with all their differing ideologies. Only he can keep it all together striving for their common goal,"

"Humanity's manifest destiny to rule the stars," Franz said.

"Indeed," Micheal paused, "The Alliance is pro-human to an extent but the Council may not be,"

"So you plan to let him wreak havoc on the Council,"

"Yes and with Cerberus a terrorist group, we can truthfully deny any and all involvement,"

"You trust this sorry backstabbing excuse for a friend?"

"Of course not, but as long as the Alliance continues to support humanities interest, he won't be a problem,"

"There are more than just humans in the Alliance,"

"So you now know where your priorities lie,"

"Everyone is equal in the Alliance,"

Harper was watching this exchange with interest and decided to eat the steaming hot meal, burning his fingers in the process, as the two of the most powerful men of the Alliance continued to bicker over him, from discussing whether to let him go to who should be prioritized in the Alliance.

"How do I know you are not a Cerberus spy?" Franz finally said.

Micheal's reaction was one of feigned surprised and hurt so obvious a three year old could tell he was faking it. "How could you?"

"You said you looked after him when he was in Cerberus while he was watching your kids,"

"I had my eye on them the whole time,"

Franz sighed in defeat. "You know what? I give up. Do what you want with him but if anything happens, it's on you," he said before leaving, the door sliding upwards and back down without a sound once again.

Harper could help to not let out a grin before licking the oil from the bacon from his lips. "I guess I'm back in business," he said as he was escorted out of his cell by guards summoned by Micheal, leaving him in the room to contemplate his decision. The Illusive Man however had one regret: he had not finished everything on the plate!


	9. Chapter 9
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* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 9 <strong>

All across Citadel space news of a particular skirmish in Alliance territory was spreading fast. Within hours of it occurring, most of Citadel space had heard of one variation or another. Some were in awe of the flawless victory of the Alliance against the pirates which intruded into their territory; others were outraged by the Alliances merciless attack on merchant vessels. Only an interview of a witness managed to shed light on the true nature of the issue. The lucky news station, Alliance News Network, had their interview broadcast free of charge by other news agencies as long as their logo remains visible during the interview and that ANN was mentioned to have provided it. This tactic to use the dominant and well established news agencies to promote themselves helped ANN establish itself as a galactic news network and not one just confined to the Alliance. Those that refused to broadcast it with ANN claiming the interview found their viewers turning to other channels that do provide the coverage of the incident, hoping that this event would be short lived. Others had illegally broadcasted the news and most had the hammer of the law come down upon their heads.

"All right, this is our first task as a reporter and our one chance to shine. Try not to mess up ok?" Frank Woods said while touching up his suit.

"Won't let you down sir," his assistant and camera maintenance man, Eugenio Russo and his protégé Diana Allers said simultaneously. "Are you ready sir?" Frank gave a quick nod and Eugenio began counting down "Three, two, one," He nodded, confirming that the camera is rolling.

"This is Frank Woods of the Alliance News Network. Right now I am at the fringe of Alliance space near the area known to the galaxy as the Attican Transverse where only hours ago, an Alliance patrol stumbled upon and engaged pirates pursuing exploration vessels. With me today is one of the merchants who survived the attack, Liara T'Soni the sole survivor of lead vessel, _Adore._" He paused as he turned to Liara the Asari standing just outside of camera range knowing the primitive computer in the hovering disc would follow him, and if it did not, Eugenio will fix it. He almost shoved the mike in Liara's face as he asked "So what exactly happened back there?" hoping that Diana will be able to cover that mishap properly.

"Honestly it was a mess," she said in her odd alien voice "We were exploring the Transverse when the pirates shown up. They overwhelmed and destroyed our escorts and so we tried to escape. Being a lone exploration ship we wouldn't stand a chance."

"What happened next?" Woods asked, sounding a little too impatient for his liking.

"We stumbled upon a relay,"

"An inactive relay?" he inquired.

"No, it was active all right. It just wasn't on any of our records."

"Using untested relays by the Citadel Council is a crime is it not?"

"Yes it is. But at that time we were desperate; we had six ships up against a dozen slavers and pirates. Being Asari, spending the rest of my life as a slave seems extremely bleak compared to discovering something that may kill us on sight or being sent to court in Council space. Thank the Goddess we made the jump or none of us would have made it."

"What did you find on the other side?"

"We, being the first out of the relay, ran into an Alliance patrol. They had a dreadnought plus three smaller grey blocky dreadnaughts two-thirds the size of the first with them, so we thought we were safe."

"How did you recognize them as Alliance Navy ships?"

"We saw the bird insignia and the footages of the larger dreadnought at the Citadel. Who hasn't? The design looked alike-"

"What happened next?" Woods asked, cutting her off from explaining unnecessary details which he hoped no one would notice.

"It started with the Alliance Navy being unable to tell we were merchants. They were unfamiliar with our ship designs so they took action."

"What kind of action?" He said skeptically.

"The Alliance ships attacked,"

"Without warning?" he said with fear and disbelief.

"Not exactly. We received some transmissions but we were unable to decipher it, let alone send something understandable back. It could be that the Alliance had not distributed their translating software everywhere yet and we did not have our own not thinking we needed it at the time. What hubris. It was probably then the captain considered us as hostiles. They launched fighters. They were long, over thirty meters long. They were smooth on the top; we were mesmerized for a second. Maybe they wanted to escort us somewhere or something."

"But they did not,"

"No. They launched missiles at us. They were apparently trying to cripple our engines so we couldn't run but as a merchant vessel we barely had any form of defenses so the missiles did not just damaged our engines, but destroyed it entirely and breached every deck. The whole aft section was blown off!"

"How did you survive?"

"I got into an escape pod just before the ship exploded. So many were left on board, so many…" Her face an image of unmasked horror at the recollection at the event.

"Did the pirates, slavers follow you through the relay?"

"You bet they did. They came right after the remainder of our escorts. But the sight of the Alliance probably unnerved them so there was a standoff. The Alliance ships in front of us and the pirates behind us blocking the relay. The other ships had nowhere to run and couldn't risk picking me up or they could escalate the issue. Add to the fact I could survive for some time in the pod."

"But you are here,"

"Indeed. But so many others are not."

"So who fired first? Was it the pirates or the Alliance?"

"The Alliance did. Their captain must have put two and two together or a message could have gotten through. The same fighters earlier flew past us and the Navy ships closed to attack them. I and the other ships were ignored."

"Did you get a good look at what happened?"

"Yes, the escape pod was drifting, but it turned enough to see what happened. The Navy vessels fired lights at the pirates. I think they were lasers unlike our infra-red GARDIANs as the pirates launched fighters to stall the Navy ships while the parent ships tried to escape. Those poor sods probably did not know they were nothing more than bait." She paused no doubt recollecting the memories of what happened. "So they tried to run, but the lights the Alliance ships fired, they gutted the first ship. Like their kinetic barriers weren't there! The rest were destroyed by ship launched missiles. Goddess! I have never seen so many in my life! They must have been thousands!"

"The missiles came from the three ships?"

"No. They were launched from only one. Only one ship used her missiles. The rest just…watched. Like they knew what was going to happen. Or perhaps a child wondering, what they could do to a toy." Liara said with her face showing slight signs of fear and uncertainty.

"What happened after that?"

"The Alliance boarded the escorts after having defeated the remaining fighters. Then they started scanning the area and I was picked up."

"So how did you come to speak English?"

* * *

><p>It has been a few weeks since John arrived in this poor excuse for a place to go during an emergency. Although this is one of the safest places in the entire Alliance, he has no idea what is going on in the Alliance, and by extension, the Galaxy at large since he got here. All information is withheld and little is made known to them save for a few rumors of the delayed decommissioning of the Great War era UNSC and Covenant ships.<p>

By them he meant all of the cadets. The man in charge of them all was the one they met in the class on the first day was Colonel Yuri Agapov. A tough cruel man in his eyes, he had given them a briefing on how the galaxy is a dangerous place and they have been chosen to protect those who cannot fight for themselves. In John's opinion, those who were too weak to fend for themselves should be left to die. After all, survival of the fittest has no meaning if the weak survive by virtue of the strong.

After the speech, they were immediately sent to run around the base for a few hours, and to his surprise, no one fell behind despite the obvious safe and luxurious upbringing of some of the overweight cadets. The Colonel constantly pushes them further and harder each morning after breakfast, running a little longer and a little faster, until some of the drill instructors themselves began to fall behind and needed to be replaced by fresh ones. At noon they will be given lunch and enter class to study history, military history. Battles from antiquity to the Great War were taught and they learned. They watched the Spartan II's cleave a path through Covenant forces, the Chinese defend a salient against the Mongols for years, the Romans massacred at Cannae. After that they practiced hand to hand techniques with each other and occasionally with drill instructors.

At the end of the first week they were assigned into squads according to effectiveness. Joining the three of them were Ashley Williams, Kaidan Alenko and Kai Leng. Ashley and Jeremy seem to get on well immediately as did Fal and Kaidan. Kai Leng tends to follow Jeremy around, perhaps because Kai Leng sees Jeremy as his idol for some stupid reason. They were assigned a barracks together with three other squads forming Second Platoon. Second Platoon of what they had no idea.

Today however was different. After an exceptionally hard day, John was happy to dig into his dinner, which consisted of a combination of fresh fruit, chewy meat from some local wildlife in a mouthwatering sweet sauce and mashed potatoes. After only a few mouthfuls, the Colonel Agapov walked in and announced that dinner will have to end early. He ordered them to drop everything and form up outside the western mess hall which is a building situated close to the well, west side of Camp Vadam near their barracks.

"Today is a special day," the colonel Agapov said after they formed up, each with a man in his late twenties or early thirties on their left. These were the same men he and Jeremy noticed shouting at rocks and trees occasionally. They concluded they were DIs in training.

The whole company stood at parade rest with a sense of displeasure emanating from them as their half-filled stomachs growled protest.

"Do any of you know why this day is special?" the colonel continued but only received uncertain shuffling as a reply. "Let me tell you since clearly! Today is my birthday!"

Once again no reply came and he mustered the courage to glance at the other cadets alongside him finding them doing the same. Jeremy, the boldest, optimistic and gullible one of all of them decided to speak. He was not sure if his apparent stupidity allowed him to accomplish such acts of false courage or that he was so brave that he is not afraid of anyone. He had been sent to clean the latrines for speaking out and questioning orders to the point it would be spotless at the end of each day. They also sent him to repaint a few of the buildings which can be told apart by their paint's apparent age. Recently he had shown improvement; where the usual Jeremy would say something catchy, stupid or outright senseless, he would hold his tongue. But this was not one of those times.

"Really sir?" Jeremy asked.

At that point he wanted to slap Jeremy for his spontaneous reply but the colonel said something that shocked them all.

"Of course it is!" he said cheerfully with a smile that went from ear to ear but completely devoid of joy. "Do you know what people get for their birthdays?"

John was surprised that Jeremy remained silent this time, probably because of the Colonel's maleficent smile.

"Jeremy?" Agapov said nearly a minute later.

"You get presents, sir?" Jeremy replied uncertainly.

"Presents," Agapov said in a cheerful tone. "Sadly I did not get presents. Instead I got a few privileges. So I got together the drill instructors in training,"

"Guess what do you girls get to do today? Get chased around by trainee DIs!" Jeremy said in a low voice.

"Guess what do you girls get to do today? You get the honor to help train those trainee DIs! Until today, all they got for practice were trees and rocks. Today they get you!" Agapov said filled with excitement.

"Close enough," Jeremy muttered to himself. Perhaps next time he would be able to predict what the colonel would say word for word, a game which entertains him to no end.

"Each one of you will be evaluated by one DI," said Agapov in a more serious tone as a trainee DI took positions next to each cadet. "The DI assigned to you will be allowed to motivate you should one of you fall behind. They are given full authority to act as any DI would."

"Congratulations, you get a bunch of guys who are almost desperate enough to prove themselves and would push us to the limit and may or may not abuse their powers," Jeremy muttered to himself again.

"All of you will be pleased to know that this is will also go into their final evaluation,"

A sharp intake of breath from the cadets showed their unease better than words can, and the heavy breathing from the DIs proved their excitement, or more likely nervousness. Some of their jaws had dropped. It was as much a surprise to them as it is to him. Some quickly steeled themselves, others picked themselves together less slowly.

The one on his left was muttering "But…but…but" but was stopped by the colonel.

Agapov turned to him and asked "Do you have a question son?" all traces of humor and warmth gone.

The man immediately snapped up and shouted "Sir, no sir!"

The colonel seemed pleased with it and went on. "So DI wannabes! The person to your right is your charge. Remember your training and do your best, we will be watching. Now run around that hill over there and come back."

'Around that hill over there' is very misleading thought Jeremy, as over there means three klicks away. Sure, it is not a very great distance but the uphill jog as one 'goes around' the hill is grueling. As he had once commented, "One does not go around _the_ hill. One goes up, down and over the hill before the going 'round actually starts." Just that this time they were being chased by DI wannabes and because of them, they were not jogging as usual, but running. Normally this run would not be tiring, but due to having an extraordinarily hard day and their stomachs growling protest, it would be a lot harder.

"C'mon! Is that all you got?" One trainee DI shouted while using his baton to jab at his charge that was beginning to fall behind.

He identified the one as Hazlin, a girl from Earth who is also quite the looker and to him, even more so than Ashley. Both have dark straight hair, and rather curvy but Alin as she likes to call herself has those big brown eyes that Ashley cannot contest. Add to the fact that Ash is kind of annoying at times. Alin on the other hand was more reserved and a very good friend. As much as he wanted to speak out for her, not just as a friend, he knew that this was not a time to do so. Not to mention the fact that the trainee behind him is starting to pick up speed, probably noticing his lapse in attention on the ground before him.

He picked up the pace, loving the look of the guy chasing him change from one of triumph to disappointment. As Jeremy ran, confident that the DI behind cannot catch him unawares, he heard a cry to his right. He turned his gaze in the direction of the sound, seeing Kai Leng on the ground. He rushed to help him up, as he was his squad mate and squad mates look after each other. He had only taken two steps in Kai Leng's direction before he felt a sharp pain in his back.

He turned to see the DI behind him with a smile of pure joy plastered across his face. If Jeremy was not in pain at the moment, he would have commented about how his face was actually quite funny looking. Then the smile vanished and the man raised his baton. Jeremy got up less than a foot away from him, fist raised ready to fight him, his legs moving into an 'L' shape a flexible defensive position where he could quickly go on the attack.

"Think you're gonna fight me eh," the man said "You should start running. The last platoon gets no dinner."

"My squad mate's on the ground,"

"Too bad, you're running on your own,"

"What? That makes no sense!" Jeremy nearly shouted.

Without warning, the baton came down. The DI was obviously aiming for his head, hoping for a quick knockout but Jeremy jumped spinning and he hit the man lightly in the chest with left leg, sending him back a few paces. The man was smarter than he looked moving back to avoid the worst of the kick.

The DI leapt forward immediately, resuming the attack. 'Relentless,' Jeremy thought. 'I am starting to like him.'

But Jeremy had already anticipated this no matter how impressed he is with the man's resolve. He swung his right leg from left to right, catching the trainee full on the side of his face, knocking him to the ground beside him. He stepped closer to observe the body about to say something witty when the distinct whine of a Taser building power became audible from the trainee. He jumped back, trying to avoid the strike from the DI on the ground but alas, it was not meant to be. It hit his shin sending waves of electricity through his body, rendering him unconscious.

Later Jeremy returns to the barracks assigned to him, upset that he needed extra close quarters training due to falling to a simple trick employed by the trainee DI and the fact that they were last because they had to carry his unconscious body back before separating them. Oh well, just one week of extra chores. He cursed again, angry at himself for being too proud. As he stood outside the barracks, hand reaching out to open the door, he could hear obvious sounds of fighting inside. Cursing once again for not noticing earlier, he opened the door in time to see John uppercut Kai Leng from a full split, launching himself upright.

The uppercut did not connect fully and Kai Leng tried to defend himself from the enraged John. Taking all of this in in the space of a heartbeat, Jeremy lunged at John, sending him to the ground. Quickly pinning all of John's limbs with his own to avoid another Tai Chi move, he practically screamed at John.

"What the hell are you all doing?"

"Nothing," John spat.

"Try again," Jeremy said in a more friendly tone.

"John blamed Kai Leng for causing to be last," Kaidan spoke as he emerged from deeper inside the barracks, nursing a sore eye with Ashley behind him.

"Where's Fal?"

"He uh, was knocked out by John." Kai Leng muttered.

"Why did you do that for?" Jeremy asked, turning back to John.

"He got in the way,"

"Of you beating Kai Leng?"

John merely nodded in response.

"Okay, I'm going to let you go now, and if you try anything funny, you'll be waking up in the infirmary. Got it?"

John nodded again and he eased off the pressure on John's wrist, testing to see if he would do anything stupid if given the chance. John remained still as Jeremy got up, looking for Fal. He lay some distance away on the ground, small stains of purple blood making splash marks on the ground near him. He rushed to his side, putting his ear on his chest, listening for his heartbeats. Sure enough, Fal's double hearts continued to work. Trusting Fal to be the tough Sangheili that he is, he checked Kai Leng, who had suffered from some fractures no thanks to John. Kaidan only had the black eye after some checks and confirmations but John seemed to not suffer from anything apart from bruises from where he had tackled him earlier.

"We are going to need a medic," Jeremy said. "And we are so screwed."

"Not you aren't," said a familiar voice, high pitched and cheerful. There could be only one source.

"Clippy, get the medics." He said to the hologram that appeared in the center of the room.

"Already done," Clippy replied. "You guys look like in a lot of trouble, do you need me to call the MPs?"

"No it's fine. Since when did you get access to our barracks?"

"Since the time you first met me. And some time before that."

"So from the very start you could have prevented this," Jeremy said, starting to get angry.

"Yes,"

"Then why did you let this happen?" he asked accusingly.

"This incident was merely a side effect of accelerating your training. It will be rectified."

"Recti-" the words were caught in Jeremy's throat as he realized something of greater importance, but before he could put thought into words, John did it for him.

"Why is our training accelerated?"

"That's classified,"

"That's it!" Jeremy said as he stomped his way towards his personal computer, noticing Fal regaining consciousness.

"You know you have all your priorities wrong right? Do you need my help?"

"The only help I will accept from you is to find out why our training is being accelerated. The last time that happened before was-"The full implication of the situation weighed down on him as he tried to understand what is going on. "Alright I will need your help Clippy. Get me access to the latest news from around the fringe of the Alliance."

"Sorry I cannot help you, but your squad seems to be doing fine but I still need to call the MP."

"What's keeping you then? And where are the medics?"

"Absolutely nothing. And I lied. No one is coming. Better hurry before the others return."

Jeremy looked up from the screen "Where's the rest of the platoon?"

"Not here," Fal said weakly.

"Perhaps they are still having dinner."

Unblinking, Jeremy looked at Clippy's hologram demanding a response.

"Yes, they are still enjoying dinner," Clippy said, staring back.

Jeremy turned back to the computer and furiously tried to access news on the fringes of the Alliance but to no avail. He slammed a fist into the desk, making a loud bang that startled everyone.

"There is no way you can access anything I do not want you to,"

"Please, I need to know for sure."

"And you refuse to say the word out loud? Are you that afraid that you may lose your squad mates?"

"Yes, and I will not have them training for it only to be sent to die!" Jeremy shouted, reaching the boiling point.

"Is that not what you are being trained for? To fight. To die. Your father sent you here for it. You should have seen it coming long ago."

"I was blind. Proud. Deluded. Trapped in my own world of fun and games."

"And when reality snaps back you realize you cannot run from it forever." Clippy finished for him.

"Let me see it for myself,"

"Since I am rather cheeky today, very well." Clippy said as his form vanished and the projector turned off.

Numerous reports from across the Alliance appeared on his screen which was outdated by modern standards as most use holographic panels instead of touchscreen nowadays. As Jeremy skimmed through the articles he saw reports of skirmishes along the border, raids from both sides, tension mounting, diplomacy breakdowns and the Citadel Council failing to negotiate a way to ease the enmity between the Systems Alliance and the Batarian Hegemony. More recent reports show mobilization on both sides and delayed retirement of old vessels. The rumors were true.

"My people are not ready. The whole company is not ready,"

"You will be. You will finish you basic training by the end of the April. You have a whole fortnight to learn how to maintain and utilize proper weapons and another month to learn the tactics involved. You children sure learn fast." Clippy said reappearing.

"No one learns that fast. It's already mid-March!" Jeremy said, unconvinced.

"Even with the most pessimistic predictions your training will end by the end of June. You have three whole months. And open conflict will not be expected to break out until the end of the year."

Jeremy winced at the statement, not relishing the feeling of going into actual combat.

"Jeremy, be honest with us. Is what Clippy said true?" Ashley, the meek one, said with imploring eyes.

"Yes. He is speaking the truth. The Alliance is going to war." He said, filled with dread. Perhaps he should have not said it that way. He looked into the faces of his squad mates whom have mixed expressions of fear, doubt and resolve. Nothing can change the present, but sure as hell they can be ready for the future. And he will be with them every step of the way.


	10. Chapter 10

**Thanks for your love and support and leave a review. Seriously too few of you leave your thoughts behind. **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 10 Source of Information<strong>

**0943 hours, April 1****st**** 2587, Local Calendar.**

**Cerberus Cruiser **_**Liberator**_**, Sowilo System.**

For weeks The Illusive man had followed stories of the 'Shadow Broker', an unnamed and virtually unknown person or persons who gather information on anyone and everyone throughout the Terminus systems, gathering what information he could. He may have used some tricks to make people who have any inkling talk, going so far to even seducing an Asari before killing her as he did with the others. It was through these activities where he got the attention of some of the Shadow Broker's agents whom which he sent men to confront. They managed to capture one albeit with casualties, costing him one man and another critically injured. Whoever the Shadow Broker may be, he has trained his men well.

He had particularly enjoyed torturing the Salarian that was captured knowing all too well that everyone has a breaking point. Despite the unreliability of information obtained by torture, the Salarian knew full well worse fates will befall him if their search yielded nothing. So they kept him alive, for now.

Planning the assault on the Shadow Broker's base was detailed judging from the information obtained. Leeway was of course made for unknowns but the plan remained simple and clear: purge the base from the outside in of all inhabitants, armed or not, as quickly and silently as possible with minimal collateral damage. If they had to go loud, they go loud. Simple as that.

"Sir!" came a voice on the intercom of the interrogation chamber.

Recognizing the voice as the ship's captain he replied "Please tell me you have good news,"

"We have found something," the voice came again, this time with some white noise.

"I don't like vague statements. It makes our mission sound like it came from a bad movie."

"Sorry sir. We found an object in the atmosphere of the third planet from the sun, Hagalaz."

"Be more specific, what kind of object?"

"It is hard to explain sir. It looks like a ship, maybe a yacht, in the atmosphere. It seems to be maintaining its position in the storm on the planet."

"Hagalaz," the Illusive Man repeated. He recalled it having a violate atmosphere and slow rotational speed, causing violent storms along the areas where sunrise and sunset occur. "Funny how our Salarian friend did not mention anything about the base being in Hagalaz," he said switching to Salarian.

"I swear, I did not know!" the Salarian said.

He nodded to one of the guards in white armor matching that of the walls. The guard stepped forwards and slammed the stock of the plasma rifle into the seated Salarian's arms handcuffed onto the table in the center of the room. The alien cried out in pain and the Illusive Man watched the alien.

"You have nothing to add?"

"I told you everything I know!" The alien pleaded.

"How do we know if that is true?"

"You don't,"

"Exactly, so I ask again, is there more to know about the Shadow Broker in that racing brain of yours?"

"My brothers will find you and make you pay,"

He stalked forward and leaned across the table until his face was inches away from the alien's and whispered "Then let them come, 'cause if you haven't figured it out yet, there is no escape for you. The only thing you can guarantee is how quick you die. Tell us everything you know, and we kill you quickly, and if we find out you lied to us, we'll make sure you go slowly and painfully. Or annoy me some more and even that is not a guarantee."

"You do not scare me. I am ready for anything you can throw at me."

"if you say so," He motioned to the guards, smiling cruelly, "skin him alive."

The Salarian blinked.

"Do not forget to make a recording; he may say something of importance during the procedure." The Illusive Man said in English.

As the _Liberator _drifted down star, passive scans show that the ship had numerous life signs and the most optimistic reports expects no less than a hundred complex organisms. It also revealed cleverly disguised tight beam communications both to and from the ship which once encryptions were broken increased the possibility of the Shadow broker to be on board the station.

In light of this, the Illusive Man had ordered all strike teams to ready themselves for the operation. They went through the plan once more and noted which species among the hostiles should be eliminated first. Hostiles with biotics, especially Asari, which he and his men have no counter for, are designated as Priority One targets to be eliminated on sight. The Illusive man had underestimated its potential until he had seen it in action themselves in the raid that saw the capture of the Salarian who had said nothing since his sentence was delivered until his painful death.

The other of the Shadow Broker Agents which are designated secondary targets as their tech abilities can be potent but manageable. The last, the Batarians are considered merely fodder, are to be suppressed or if possible eliminated until resources can be diverted to remove them after eliminating Priority One and Two targets.

By noon, the Phantom drop ships had launched from the many bays of the modified CSS-class cruiser heading for the Shadow Broker base. As he watched from the bridge of the _Liberator_, the Phantoms came up from behind the ship, and disgorged their deadly contents upon the rear of the ship, just in front of the fins that protrude out of the rear of the ship. Individual strike teams made their way across the surface removing the guards silently with knife and occasionally plasma. What came as a surprise was that the drones that seemed nothing more than light, were capable of damaging the shields of his men and were again surprisingly, able to be destroyed with a single shot from a plasma rifle. He made a note to look into the technology of these Citadel races more thoroughly and once he had the Shadow Broker's base, he would have access to that and more.

But then everything went wrong. His men could not open the entrance into the ship or find another. Left with no other option, they blew the doors. At this point, the Shadow Broker's agents now have no doubt that they are under attack. He immediately ordered the _Liberator _to close, utilizing its gravity lift to send reinforcements. He went to the armory to procure his personal armor.

Once he donned his armor, he proceeded to the gravity lift where dozens of strike teams had already descended onto the Shadow Broker's ship to support the faltering assault into its heart. He took the reports as he walked, noting weaknesses and strengths of the enemy and keeping them tucked away in his mind. He also occasionally gave suggestions to his underlings which were passed to individual squad commanders on tactics, which were more often than not carried out.

Reaching the gravity lift chamber, he remembered how he took this ship from Covenant revivalist entering the same way he was about to leave. Now however the ship was much brighter, Sangheili not requiring the same amount of lighting humans do and thus, keep the ship interior much darker, to the detriment of human boarders without night vision.

He made a last minute check of his equipment and found it satisfactory before stepping into the purple light after his bodyguard which carried him down to the Shadow Broker's base. He looked up for the first half of the descent, viewing the _Liberator _from stem to stern. Looking at the ship as a whole, he marveled at her beauty, her curves and edges and the modifications he made to her. The place where the pointless prow fins had once been was now additional pulse lasers and additional plasma cannons were placed at the 'blind spots' of the plasma torpedo launchers where small craft travelling at oblique angles could potentially breach the ships defenses.

Looking down he noted, bodies of aliens strewn about the topside of the ship, slain where they stood. Occasionally he would see the white of one of his men killed by fate or bad luck, he could not decide which. His bodyguard fanned out immediately after they landed to secure an area already secured, which he found unnecessary but flattering and was pleased by his choice of men. He landed rather softly, making on a whisper as he gracefully walked towards the entrance into the depths of the ship. His personal guard's armor had already adapted to their surroundings turning into a depressing shade of dark grey instead of the more cheerful white which normally dominated their color scheme.

The Shadow Broker's ship as a whole was unimpressive; its stark color and flat rectangular shape with rectangular fins added to the sad feeling of the place, perhaps as intended by the designer. To add to the danger, her walkways dangerous without any guardrails and rectangular frames cracking with energy sliding in and out across the keel reminded him of beekeepers of a previous age pulling out frames from artificial beehives to obtain the honey within. He descended the ramp with his bodyguard around him, keeping an eye out for hostiles as some Cerberus agents guarding the entrance into the ship relaxed, which he advised them against it, knowing full well that the men would take his advice as the words of a god.

The interior was no better than the exterior, as loose cabling hung from the ceiling, pipes running across the corners where the walls and ceiling meet, and parts of the walls blackened further or torn from their places by explosions, giving it an old abandoned look. Calmly walking through the corridor headed for the control center where fighting is heaviest, trusting his guards to protect him and being the Illusive Man, he did have a portion of his consciousness constantly aware of threats which an occasional screech or shadow will distract him from the bodies of aliens, charred or otherwise blown apart. Every time, it turned out to be either noises from abused machinery or a body falling from its original position as physics overrode the dead pose of the slain. Once in a while he would come across bodies of his men, where high velocity projectiles punched through their armor, pulping the occupant or otherwise recognize human parts from mulch made from biotic powers.

The next chamber was a prison complex of sorts, where prisoners were tied to chairs which electrified them from time to time. They were kept in a separate but more cheerful looking chamber which was much larger than the one the control panels were in. Bodies were strewn across the floor, a good part of them were his men, many of them twisted in unnatural angles. The aliens sure made him pay for every inch they took from them this point on he thought.

The lot of them pushed through the maze of corridors that followed with the sounds of fighting became much more pronounced each step they took. Two full squads of men waited in the room adjacent to a flight of stairs, occasionally firing at something to the right. The advance had halted. He moved forward and talked to the officer in charge.

"The aliens have barricaded the next section sir," the man, whom he recognized by his insignia as a sergeant said "any attempt to break it has been thrown back with heavy casualties on our side. We are what's left of B platoon."

"What happened to A platoon?" he asked quizzingly.

"Most of them are in the prison back there sir. The few who remain are with us."

He thanked the sergeant who briefed him on the situation and pondered on how they would proceed to refrain on asking too many questions about the fate of A platoon as he noticed a shift in a few of the men. Their body language screamed barely controlled anger and hatred. He could use that. A single word then appeared in his head, far and distant, which he brought to the fore: stealth. He let out a smile invisible underneath his visor. They would never see it coming.

"Sergeant," he said calmly and the sergeant stepped forwards "I want you to gather your men to pour fire down the corridor. Act like you're about to rush them again. Give them everything, fire on full auto, toss grenades, the whole nine yards. Grab their attention. Keep their heads down and we will take it from there."

"Yes sir." The sergeant replied simply and gathered his men and replayed his orders to them. They did not have active camouflage, so this tactic is not to be expected of them, but it could have crossed their minds before. He shook his head, he should have deployed stealth teams here but in the confined corridors they would have been a hindrance as much as a blessing. Enough thought and more action for now.

He looked to the sergeant who looked back. He nodded and the sergeant replied. They have reached a phase of readiness where words need not be spoken about such simple commands. He and his men turned on their active camouflage and waited. The sergeant shouted an order, and the entire group, thirty of them, took turns to pour fire down the corridor and throw their grenades in high arcs hoping to go over the barricades but sadly all fell short. He took advantage of the chaos and he and his guard sneaked into the corridor during the brief lulls where men rotated to reload. Once sufficient men were in the corridor, hugging the far wall to avoid friendly fire, he sent a tight beam signal to the sergeant to order him to stop. A few moments passed and the firing ceased. When it did, he and his men rushed forward, followed by the remaining body guard in the corridor, their soundless footfalls coming ever closer to the barricade. Fifteen meters, ten, almost there, just a few more. Without warning, a blue head of an Asari popped up to inspect to corridor. He saw her wielding a shotgun, its close range power would decimate his men if brought to bear. He raised his left hand and aimed his plasma pistol at its head. He charged the shot for half a second before releasing, hitting the alien square in her bewildered face, obliterating it as its electromagnetic pulse shut down her kinetic barriers temporarily, not that she would need it any more.

The shot had bought them precious seconds, keeping the rest of the alien's heads down. When he was five meters away, the aliens had collectively popped their heads out to assess the situation but were too slow to prevent the slaughter. They saw nothing as his entourage leapt over the barricade and landed behind them. Some may have felt wind blow pass their faces, or knocked aside as one of his men's foot slammed into their heads, but it did not matter, they were among them, and they were all dead the next moment.

* * *

><p>A voice on a secure channel reserved for higher ups with the signature of the Illusive Man "It's clear sergeant. Bring your men over."<p>

Zaeed Massani did as he was told, proud that he was worthy of being addressed via Cerberus's most secure channel. He walked across to the figures in black who had dropped their active camouflage, carefully avoiding the dead that were his men but little would have prepared him for the carnage when he reached the barricade.

The barricade was as he had last saw it, with scorch marks across its metal surface but otherwise intact. The scene on the other side was entirely different; bodies were bisected, decapitated, delimbed, or otherwise torn to shreds, but none remained alive. He looked at awe at the figures before him: they remained pristine, despite the death they had wrought at close quarters. The curves of their armor gave them a sleek and dangerous look and making them that much more frightening.

Zaeed may be young and headstrong and probably as yet unfit to don that armor, but he wanted to be part of the Illusive Man's personal retinue, and not being suicidal can help.

The Illusive Man led the group down the corridor and up a flight of stairs, leading to another straight hallway, albeit not as long as the previous one and was empty save for a desk at the end to the side of a closed door with a small green holographic rectangle in the center which displayed a green circle of a darker shade on the left.

As the Illusive man walked past the desk, he slashed it with what Zaeed likens to be an energy sword, but it was too quick for him to be sure. A thump was heard and he saw a head roll to a stop after bumping the opposite wall as the desk collapsed upon itself.

The Illusive Man, who did not pause to inspect the body or the desk walked on as if it had not happened and all, in fact, he was sure his employer did not even walk out of step, or even turn to look at the desk as he walked past it. He fancied it as a figment of his imagination, but the unflinching way the Illusive Man and his body guard walked seem to force the idea upon his mind. He shuddered and followed the rest past the door that was just a moment ago closed, now conveniently lay open.

It led to another hallway, even shorter than the one earlier, but had the same door at the end. The door opened and they entered, fanning out to cover the single figure in the center of the room. Some of his men checked the surroundings, the ceiling, behind them, every physical space was checked by the remains of A and B platoon. He pointed his carbine at the figure, it's lethal energies stored in capsules ready to release at a twitch, so he kept his finger resting on the side of the weapon, preventing accidental firing, yet able to fire quick enough that it as if his finger was on the trigger Illusive Man, unlike the rest of them, stood coolly with his hands at his sides, his plasma pistol holstered and energy sword unseen.

The creature, he noted was wide, taking up most of the table at the center of the room, and as it turned off the console, its arms crossed on the desk were large as well. It sat hunched, its huge head leaning forwards slightly. It had two horns protruding upwards from its red face, which divided to accommodate the horns and had a large mouth lined with teeth that looked like a human mouth, but had one extra jaw upward at the middle, separating the top jaw. As for its eyes, it was too dark to see, so he turned on his VISAR which highlighted features previously unseen. As it turns out, the creature had eight sunken eyes, four forming squares on either side of its face which were ringed by white circles.

The creature spoke in an odd voice that seemed to have to many undertones "What a dramatic entrance."

"I do have a flair for dramatism." His employer admitted.

"I could use people like you. I pay very well."

The Illusive man snorted at the proposition. "I will never serve the likes of you."

"Many before had said that. They gave in to reason and persuasion in the end."

"You do not even ask why we came here, do you know the reason why we are here?" the Illusive Man inquired.

"You are the newly discovered race, Humans of the System Alliance. I know very little of it and your client races but you possess technology unparalleled by the Council races or any of that in the galaxy. That ship of yours is quite a marvel."

"Ah yes, the _Liberator_,a beauty isn't she?"

"I would like to know her secrets," the beast said hungrily "all of them."

"And I would like to know everything about the Batarians. And every other Council race to boot." The Illusive man countered.

"Then we have common ground, we could work together."

"Sure! Once you submit to my authority and admit the superiority of the human race of course." his employer sounding strangely cheerful, but with his back to him, he could not see his face to discern how serious he was about the proposal he just made.

"Then you must be that of Cerberus, the pro-human group labeled as terrorist by the Systems Alliance."

"Really?" he said turning to one side and placed his hands on his chest in an exaggerated act of being hurt. "After all I have done for them? How quaint."

"So do we have a deal?" the strange inhuman voice cutting through the awkward moment his employer created.

"No. We want this station and all your assets in the name of humanity. You will provide it or we will take it once you are deposed."

The creature now stood up, probably understanding the futility in further argument with his employer. Zaeed shrank back, cowed by the creatures immense size and height. He guessed that it was at least five meters tall and almost two wide. It was muscular that was without doubt and it slammed one fist into the table, shattering it. They held their fire; it had not made any outwardly aggressive moves towards them yet. With a grunt, the thing lifted one of the larger chucks and threw it at the Illusive Man. He watched with awe as his employer, remained rooted at the spot, swung his right arm, and from it a sword of plasma materialized and cut the object hurled at him in two, cleanly missing him.

Zaeed had no time to react as one of the chucks slammed into him pinning him against the wall. He saw the other piece had missed his men entirely and had begun to open fire at the beast.

"Stop!" the Illusive Man shouted above the sounds of shooting. "He is mine."

And with inhuman swiftness, he charged forwards and Zaeed noticed for the first time that the energy sword wielded by the Illusive Man was not the Sangheili twin bladed version, but a single thin blade like a sword from humanities early years, not too different from the Chinese Jian, fragile, narrow and thin, meant for stabbing. The energy sword had not such concerns as the Illusive Man danced around the alien, deftly avoiding its clumsy attacks, slashing at the beast and going through the holographic shield the alien must have deployed when his attention was elsewhere. He pushed the slab of desk off him, grunting at the physical exertion until some of his men assisted him and they quickly turned their attention back at the monster dueling their employer pointing their weapons it.

He was surprised to note that the Illusive Man could have ended the fight swiftly, but instead pulled back from a deadly strike long before the alien could react after only cutting through the armor of the alien ever so slightly. Why doesn't he end it? He thought, but was surprise when someone answered.

"He is learning all about its physical capabilities; reach, reaction times, pain endurance and so on and compile it with what the other species of aliens we encounter. Only time will tell if this specimen is an outlier or a common sight among its species." the honor guard standing closest to him said.

He noticed while Cerberus Troopers kept their weapons trained on it, these men kept their cool and remained transfixed on the fight completely unmoving, their dark armor giving them the look of statues in the dark.

"Will he kill it? Or will we kill it? And did I say that out loud?" he asked rapidly.

"He will deliver the Coup de grâce when it suits him. If he requires assistance, we will rush to his aid before you know it, and you did voice your thoughts out loud." The same guard replied flatly.

He cursed himself for saying that out loud, knowing someone who speaks his mind so openly without censure is surely a security risk.

"When it suits him." He mumbled after remembering the significance of the first answer. He knows that if anything happened to the station, they would be alerted by the _Liberator_, and if anything were to befall it all of them would know as well, as the ship's identification signal will abruptly be silenced. Yet, he feels extremely insecure as his employer duels with the alien while they remain vulnerable on this ship.

"Calm your worries," the guard said. He was sure the guard was reading his mind as he was sure he did not speak this time.

"How did you know?" he asked.

"Your mannerisms were increasingly nervous and my best guess is why we are wasting time watching the Illusive Man duel with this alien when we should be securing the system while we are still vulnerable to attack."

Zaeed was about to say something when the bodyguard continued "Fret not. It is almost over."

Zaeed turned his attention back to his employer who continued to dance around the alien that dwarfs him by a large margin. The silence was pierced by a scream of the alien, filled with rage and hate and frustration as its prey continue to evade his attacks long before they came. Then the small human figure moved differently, the Illusive Man easily avoided an open palm swung by the alien, but left the sword in the path of the alien's hand. A single finger of its massive three digit hand was cut off at the joint. This time the scream was of pain, and Zaeed realized the alien was about to die. But the fight ended much later than he had thought.

* * *

><p>The Illusive Man circled the massive beast, delivering cuts that now cut flesh instead of just armor, inciting roars of pain and anguish. He severed tendons on its arms and legs, even cut one of the horns off. He continued until the alien can no longer stand and instead kneeled before him, broken, too wounded to move, to exact revenge. With one graceful jump, the rotated his body to bring the full force of his body to deal the killing blow, not that it was needed. With one swing, another life was ended on this wretched, deplorable and depressing vessel. To the alien's credit, it was the toughest opponent he had faced; John Shepard not counting as he had surprised him. His love for dramatic moments was fulfilled by the rolling of the alien's head which he stopped with his boot.<p>

He smiled. This day, apart from the massive casualties suffered by the strike teams deployed to board this vessel, went very well. He even preserved the head of this creature to study its brain, if it truly resides in its head, and if it did not, it would not have revealed much dead anyway. But then again information was information. He was also surprised that the alien had stopped when he had shouted earlier, giving him the opportunity to render the weapons on its back useless before he could draw it by fighting a duel. Then he laughed in full view of his men, amazed by how little the universe can throw at him and quickly stilled himself. He then sincerely hoped that this was all the universe had at its disposal. And he doubted it.
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><p><strong>Chapter 11<strong>

**Citadel Tower, Citadel **

Fedorian walked briskly towards the Council Chambers, trying to disguise the haste in his footsteps. This will be the second Council Meeting he would attend as the representative of the Turian Hierarchy. His previous outburst had caught the attention of the Primarch and that of his father to say the least and both had advised him to stay to learn more of galactic politics. After all, if he is to be Primarch, he had to be able to understand politicians of other species, not just the direct ones of Palaven.

But before he had come here, he had to see someone else. And now because of that he is going to be late. He tried his best not to pick up the pace, as a running politician would seem unprofessional. He calmly opened the door into the Council Chambers and after trying to mask his nervousness as well as he could, walked in.

"Glad to have you back Fedorian, I was not expecting you to return." The Asari said to him as he took his seat on the table.

"I have much to learn. I hope you would excuse my previous outburst."

"It was already forgiven. Trust me; I was much like you when I started out."

For some reason, Fedorian somehow doubted that but he courteously replied "Perhaps with your guidance, I could find a measure of success."

"It is my hope as well. Now that we are all here, shall we begin?" Councilor Tevos asked with a smile directed at Valern. "So what is the latest update on the Batarian-Alliance issue? I heard the tension continues to rise."

"Surely there are more pressing matters Councilor Tevos? Like the issue of obtaining Alliance technology?"

"Ever the military man Fedorian, but that can be solved if the Batarians and the Alliance enter a formal war. The debris will contain the technological treasures you seek." The Asari said calmly.

"Which brings us to the issue I intend to bring up: our technological disparity." Valern said grimly. Before anyone could say anything he continued. "After meeting the Alliance, probes were sent to scout their territory. But to do that, the probes have to follow ships through Mass Relays to avoid the suspicion of them suddenly activating. However, the probes could not find a ship that used the Mass Relays that travelled to their core worlds. Instead they used a form of FTL we find intriguing."

Fedorian wanted to scream at the fact that the Salarians had used probes to monitor a new race. If they could do that, have they planted some in Turian space? He thought of his father and the Primarch and all the Turians counting on him to do his job and managed to calm down. Thankfully neither had noticed his embarrassing situation. Or so he hoped.

"But that is another matter entirely." Tevos said.

"Not exactly. For unknown reasons the ships shadowed only use Mass Relays and not their own FTL. There is also a surprising lack of commercial and civilian vessels. All ships encountered were military combat capable vessels. The shadowed ships all arrived at one destination: a system in the Attican Transverse all following ships moving via Mass Relay in the half we dictated as Batarian."

"What were they doing there? What kind of ships? How many? Where are the Batarians?" he asked.

"Over two hundred ships of various sizes which probably chased or scared off their Batarian counterparts if there were any in the system. The probes, all of them have been gathered in one system, following Alliance ships. Either they had known of the probes but chose not to deal with them until now, or they had known and intend to make a statement." Valern answered.

"It was the latter wasn't it?' He asked.

"Shamefully, yes. They had detected our probes and brought all of them to one system, STG thought that we were on to something big." Valern said bowing his head. "But what happened next; is hard to believe. It is best I show you."

Valern then activated a projector that allowed all of them full view of what the probes had recorded: hundreds of ships orbiting a lush garden world in geostationary orbit. All was well until the ships started moving at an unseen signal. They began to unleash lances of light that stabbed onto the surface, burning away everything it touched. Within minutes, all visible water bodies had largely vanished beneath clouds of steam. Large storms began to brew only to be swept aside by the awesome power the Alliance was bringing to bear.

The video was sped up to a few hours later, where atmosphere bled out in a corona surrounding the planet. The amount of energy that went into the assault was phenomenal and he could only imagine the amount of raw power required for such an operation. The forest and jungles that lay beyond the fury of the ships in orbit burned so bright that the planet seemed to glow.

A pattern seemed to be forming to Fedorian. The Alliance ships were moving in a pattern, one that ensured every inch of ground was covered and not a piece of land managed to escape unscathed by plasma. This was not just simple destruction, this was extermination. Whatever the Alliance wanted to destroy, they made sure they were extremely thorough.

Eventually, the ships began to pull back, leaving the planet dark and lifeless as they jumped out of the system by their odd FTL that burst with bright blue light like that of a Mass Relay, but not before destroying all of the STG drones and the links turned black one by one.

"So that was the glassing they talked about," Tevos said, deep in thought.

"It appears to be so but why such a show of force? It seemed unnecessary." Valern commented.

"They wanted something destroyed. If they wanted a show of force they could just bombard the planet and left it burning. This," he said pointing at the image of the burnt world "was more than a show of force. It was that and extermination. They wanted something destroyed. But something that could wait for them to gather all the probes you sent to spy on them there."

"What other way to better show power than destroying the biosphere of a world?" Tevos said.

"I believe Fedorian's worlds have merit. They could have wrecked the planet after a few moments of bombardment and yet they stayed until the planet's magnetic field faltered and solar winds blown away the atmosphere and the planet, well, glassed." Valern pressed something on his omnitool and an image they had seen earlier came up: the one with the corona. "See that light around the planet? That is atmosphere bleeding out. The planet was lost to us the moment that happened."

Tevos leaned back, deep in thought.

Finally she spoke after a minute. "We cannot approach the Alliance, condemning their destruction of a garden world or ask them about their motives without officially revealing that we were spying on them, and we also cannot just sit on the sidelines and watch as the Alliance prepares to destroy the Hegemony. So what can we do to prevent the Batarian's destruction as a political entity?" She looked at Valern and him in turn. "Any ideas?"

"Everyone needs something, so only by finding out what they need can we negotiate." Valern pointed out.

"We could ask Ambassador Udina." Tevos concluded. "He is after all who we should refer to on Alliance matters."

"Ask him what? Asking anything of him and it would likely tip him off." He said.

"Which is why you should leave it to me to do the talking. Watch and learn Fedorian. You will not get another chance like this if all goes well."

Tevos's motherly tone was and is disturbing every time she uses it but he could not deny her logic: she is a few hundred years more experienced than he in diplomacy. He gave her a curt nod, not trusting himself to speak lest his discomfort shows. He wondered if she could tell.

It took Udina fifteen minutes to come up to the Council Chambers citing unfinished business and Tevos had explained it is a common tactic wielded by diplomats. Arrive too soon, it looks like you need them and respond to their every call like an animal being offered a treat. Arrive too late and you might annoy whoever that summoned you. The latter however would not matter if you were essential to them, as you have what they need.

Udina walked in ceremoniously as the doors opened but tripped on himself much to the detriment of his professional image. No one seemed to notice as Udina began to apologetically explain why he was late and Tevos seemed interested enough to listen. Fancy talk as such was beneath him, believing that they should get to the point, but doing so will most definitely tip Udina off, so he once again, remained silent.

Once the formalities were over, Tevos began asking on whether the Alliance has made any progress to adopting Council policies like the ban of A.I. but as expected, there were none.

"Perhaps we can make a compromise." Tevos said.

"Truly? What do you suggest?" Udina replied.

"Perhaps you could trade your technology for a place in the Council."

Udina laughed. "I am afraid that is not possible. We are not desperate to join the Council. We have survived alone this long, we can survive without you for a few more years."

"Then perhaps we could trade scientist to teach each other what each side is lacking. For example I am sure your scientists are keen on understanding Element Zero. There is sensitive information not available to the public that your people would find useful in helping the advancements of your own understanding of Element Zero."

Udina crossed his arms and thought for a moment. "This seems fine. What knowledge will our scientist provide?"

"The Alliance will probably not be willing to give up its advantages in weaponry but perhaps the understanding of your faster than light travel." Tevos suggested.

"This is beyond my jurisdiction but I however believe there is a catch."

The gaze Udina gave Tevos was one of challenge, and he did not avert his gaze until his suspicions were confirmed by her.

"The catch, as you call it, is that some of the scientists are from the Batarian Hegemony."

Udina immediately replied, probably expecting this. "I will have to discuss this with my superiors. I beg your leave." And without another word he turned and left. After the doors had closed, Fedorian looked at Tevos who seemed unconcerned with the latest turn of events.

"So we wait for his return?" he said, wondering if Udina had read between the lines.

Tevos leaned back into her chair and said "Yes. We do."

* * *

><p><strong>Secret Geth meeting location in the Attican Transverse<strong>

**1628 hours, April 2****nd**** 2587, Alliance Military Calendar.**

The Mass Relay of this system has been long neglected. Thousands of years had passed since its last use, yet technologies beyond the understanding of those who utilized it now willed the multi-kilometer object to life. In moments, the dust, ice and a host of other materials were ejected off it after gathering for millennia. The two rings began to rotate and a soft blue glow began to emanate from the core of these rings.

The relay reoriented itself. Its spokes pointed towards the galactic center like a giant gun, as if expecting something that could threaten it. Suddenly, a bright blue flash of Cherenkov radiation appeared and as the light vanished as soon as it came, a ship of a unique design emerged fifteen kilometers next to the relay.

Most denizens of the galaxy would find the three segmented ship something to be feared; a ship carrying artificial intelligences that very nearly wiped out their creators, but not their guests. The mass relay swung again, this time it pointed in the opposite direction, but slightly more 'downward' than before.

Another ship emerged, quickly followed by two more. These ships were newcomers to the galactic community where a sight of which creates a feeling of awe, fear, distrust and wonder in equal measure where ever they were seen. Essentially a large block with smoothed out edges, these ships can be considered both ugly and beautiful, but their lethality is undeniable.

The newcomers joined the first and together they travelled down star towards the solitary gas giant, taking refuge from prying eyes by its bulk from those that would come through the relay. No chances were taken. The largest of the four ships lined up next to the first and only now the size disparity could be seen.

The Alliance Endurance class assault carrier _Eye of the Storm_ is still technically on its maiden voyage; the ship had not returned to any port for the past few months as all UNSC and therefore Alliance ships were designed to operate for long voyages alone. The five kilometer long carrier pulled aside the barely kilometer long Geth cruiser, the former dwarfing the latter making the latter look like an escort.

Rear Admiral Hackett took the elevator down to Deck D confident that the commander that he left in charge will be ready for every conceivable situation should things go south. Treachery included. He was wondering once more why the Geth would want to organize a meeting with so short a notice when the doors opened to reveal Deck D. He waved away a man who offered him a cup of coffee as he stepped out of the elevator.

The deck was a chaotic place; men and women ran about, Pelicans being attended to by their crew and some with their pilots making their own checks. There is no doubt on other decks, fighters were being readied for launch and ship board weapons being triple checked in case things turn sour.

The journey to the Geth ship was uneventful. No anomalies or problems appearing seemingly at random, just the way he liked it. However, he could barely contain his excitement to see the interior of the Geth cruiser. As a young man, he had always wanted to see the stars, to explore unknown reaches where man had not gone before and meet interesting new species of life. But ships that sailed the stars, he lived for it! At last to see the inner workings of a Geth ship!

The marines next to him seem uninterested at the very least, extremely bored and worst. As the pilot announced that they were beginning to dock, the marines seemed to pick themselves up. They became more alert and battle ready. He put on the straight face he normally wears just in time.

As the ramp descended, he noticed the hiss of pressurization could no longer be heard on this new Pelican. It is a proud day to an Alliance citizen. Technology is advancing in all fields and if this meeting goes well, it will race ahead with Geth technology provided he could steer the meeting in that direction, and if the Geth had not intended to discuss about it in the first place.

The hangar of the Geth ship was large. It seemed to stretch from bow to stern and all along the inside, Geth fighters were suspended from the ceiling in rows ready for launch. Walkways lead from the bottom to the upper levels where the fighters could be reached. These fighters looked like miniature versions of the ships they used and he felt his enthusiasm diminish. If everything was the same, there would be nothing that would surprise you. He also thought that the Geth's lack of creativity must have been a byproduct of their swarm intelligence although he did not know why they had not adopted more reasonable designs.

Standing before them were six Geth who awaited them. One of them he recognized as Legion while the others looked exactly the same in their metal shade of grey save one which was larger than the others by at least a head.

Legion took two steps forward as they descended the ramp and spoke "Welcome. I fear we cannot serve any refreshments as we bring no supplies with us."

"It is alright." He replied, now regretting the coffee offered to him earlier. "Perhaps we could discuss the reason you called us here so urgently for."

"Yes. If you would follow me."

Legion led them deep into the vessel; pass doors and through corridors that seemed the same whichever way they looked. His attempt to memorize the route back to the hanger had crumbled as Legion steered them around another corner. He could feel the edge in his guards as they were led through another corridor for the umpteenth time. Hackett understood them; they were led into a maze with no way of finding their way out by themselves aside from sheer dumb luck and if they had to find a way out themselves, it would be unlikely they would get far before the Geth stop them.

He derailed this train of thought, fearing that thinking about it may bring up the fear of death that resides in all humans and instead focused on merely following Legion. After five more minutes of twisting corridors and sharp bends did they arrive at their destination: an empty hall deep inside the bowels of the ship.

Legion showed him his seat which was of a hazel brown color before taking his own opposite him. He placed his hands on the bronze table before speaking.

"That was quite a walk."

"Apologies," Legion replied "No Geth ship has the appropriate facilities to house a meeting like this one."

"Then what is this place?" gesturing at the hall realizing it was awfully familliar.

"I am…not sure." was the reply.

"You could ask your counterparts in this ship could you not?" he asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

Legion looked around, observing the hall carefully. "The Geth in this ship say they did not know why this was built here."

Something was screaming inside him, pleading him to leave this place immediately but he fought the urge to run. His conscious mind fought back, reasoning that this was a Geth ploy to scare him before negotiations but it did little to turn aside the fear growing within him. Was there something in the air? Were they trying to poison him? To bring a deadly disease back to the Alliance? He wiped of sweat that was forming on his brow and he realized that his guards were not affected. Instead they seem perfectly fine and were looking at him in concern.

"Is everything alright?" Legion asked, concerned.

"I am fine." He said. "Perhaps we should speak of why you had called this meeting?"

Legion's face flaps bent inwards, something akin to the narrowing of the eyes in humans due to suspicion but he pretended not to notice.

"Very well," Legion said finally. "We discovered the citadel Council has one of your ships?"

"What?" he exclaimed leaning forwards. "Which one? And how did you know?"

"We detected an Identification Friend or Foe tag of a ship similar to the ones the Systems Alliance uses when one of our ships moved through Citadel Space. The ship also intercepted Council communicae about a piece of 'important' technology under a project called Project Vase."

So the Geth were spying on everyone as well. So they were no different from anyone else.

"Project Vase," he said, the words unfamiliar. "Not very creative. Perhaps that is their intent to make it sound dull. Why did you tell us this?"

"It is merely a gesture of trust and friendship."

The mechanical voice Legion spoke in was completely monotonous so he was unable to tell if it was lying and the lack of facial features did not help. Perhaps the Geth is playing a bigger game, getting the Citadel Council and the systems Alliance to go to war that will no doubt weaken both and allow the Geth to overrun the survivors with little effort. Or perhaps just getting the two to remain at odds with each other while building up?

"We thank you for letting us in on this but why tell me? You could have easily gone to the other unit you contacted to organize this meeting." he asked.

"This unit has experience with communicating with humans and you had experience with this unit. We thought it was a good idea."

"It was. They would probably not know how to deal with you." He said with a chuckle, all aliments that affected him gone. "However, I am sorry that we must leave immediately. Given the nature of the information you gave us, the security of the Alliance is now at risk." If the information was true he thought.

He got up from his chair and extended an arm for a handshake. Legion looked at his outstretched arm for a moment before taking it and shook.

"Perhaps you could provide us with the data regarding the location and signal for our own people to analyze?" he asked as he let go of Legion's three fingered hand.

Legion looked shocked with his flaps extending fully to both sides before composing himself and replied solemnly. "The ship that detected the IFF tag disappeared before it could send the data, you know all that we do."

"Hmm, could you send us the information if you reestablish contact with the missing ship?"

Legion bowed his head. "Of course. But we never lose ships like this. We fear it may be destroyed."

"I understand. Once again, thank you."

"It is our pleasure."

And without another word Legion led them back to the Pelican awaiting them through the maze of corridors once more. They boarded the pelican and just as the ramp closed, he waved goodbye. Legion merely stared back at him.

The Pelican swiftly returned to the _Eye of the Storm_ and they watched as the Geth ship departed for the relay. But before it could jump away, four dozen Batarian ships of various sizes jumped in. Outmatched, the Geth withdrew as the Batarians opened fire on them. The Geth cruiser was much faster and durable than the Batarians had expected, and so had nearly moved out of weapons range without firing a single shot. Sensing an easy victory, the Batarian ships broke formation and gave chase with the smaller and faster frigates racing ahead of the slower cruisers and dreadnaughts.

Hackett was at this point already in the bridge of the _Eye of the Storm_ and had ordered covering fire to be provided to the Geth. The three Alliance vessels emerged from the curvature of the gas giant and fired their energy projectors. Caught off guard, three Batarian cruisers were destroyed immediately.

To their credit, the Batarian dreadnaughts reacted quickly and fired upon the advancing Alliance vessels supported by their cruiser escorts. However, this left the frigates that went after the lone Geth cruiser dangerously overextended and without the heavier firepower of their larger cousins, outgunned as well. Now it is the Geth who senses prey and moved on the attack. A hail of GARDIAN lasers in the ultraviolet spectrum was unleashed upon the nearest frigates punching holes in their armor crippling some as their engines were disabled while a few blossomed into fire explosions as their eezo cores were hit. Fighters were launched on both sides, each trying to bring their disruptor torpedoes to bear on the other, only to be interdicted by interceptors.

Meanwhile, an entirely different scenario played out between the larger ships. Both groups of ships had kept their distance, hoping to use their long ranged firepower to whittle down each other. Plasma torpedoes and energy projectors answered mass driver rounds but even as the Batarian ships were destroyed one by one, their fighter complement had broken through the Alliances fighter screens by sheer weight of numbers.

The captain of the Alliance cruiser _Irrefutable Truth_ guarding the right flank of her sister ships had disregarded the fighters believing that they could do little to harm the ship; trusting in the energy shields to repulse any attack. Still, the Batarian fighters waded into a barrage of pulse lasers which reduced half their number into clouds of rapidly cooling gases. The remainder however had closed sufficiently to use their disruptor torpedoes which the Alliance had never seen in action. A salvo of these torpedoes crashed into the almost 'skin tight' shields of the_ Irrefutable_, where they detonated, creating unstable mass effect fields along the length of the entire ship.

Hull plating peeled back, stretched and convulsed, until the entire flank of the ship is exposed to the void. Multiple engines were heavily damaged as is the slipspace drive. The captain had little time to be dumbfounded by the severe damaged received by his ship, as the two Batarian dreadnaughts that had evaded destruction by sacrificing their cruisers opened fire on the crippled _Irrefutable_. The incapacitated ship could not provide enough energy from the sole surviving engine to sustain the shields and had faltered despite the frenzied attack her companions unleashed to prevent her demise.

Round after round battered the _Irrefutable _until nothing but a blazing wreck was all that remained of her as the _Eye_ obscured her from Batarian view, too late to block the incoming attack.

**Bridge of the **_**Eye of the Storm**_

**1702 hours, April 2****nd****, Alliance Military Calendar. **

"Sir, we lost the_ Irrefutable Truth_,all hands lost." A voice said, followed by gasps throughout the bridge. Hackett understood why; so far, no Alliance ship has been so much as scratched by the Batarian Navy and suddenly one of their own was lost due to a until now, an unseen before weapon. The morale boost provided by the destruction of the _Irrefutable _will surely ripple across their opposites as will the stinging blow on their own. He had to distract the crew or perhaps, turn the grief and lost into anger.

"Redouble your efforts," he said as he continued to pace the bridge, occasionally glancing at the screens of the working men and women. "Trajan, focus pulse laser fire on the incoming warheads. I want them destroyed before they can even get into visual range."

"Yes sir," Trajan replied with a bow and vanished from his pedestal.

He looked at the tactical screen the size of a blackboard and noted the Geth was still busy with a few remaining frigates harrying her. He looked at the Batarian fleet and a plan began to form in his mind.

"Open a channel to the _Zerstörer_." He said to the COM officer.

"Done sir." The woman replied after a second of working on his station.

"_Zerstörer_, slave control of your ship to Trajan." He ordered. "We will take the fight to them. Power up your plasma cannons we will be closing with the enemy." He tapped the woman on her shoulder and nodded. She terminated the link immediately after.

"Trajan, is the _Zerstörer _under your control?"

"Yes sir," Trajan replied, his voice coming from everywhere around the room.

"Then plot a jump course right behind the Batarian fleet. We will tear their heart out with our broadsides."

"Admiral, it is a risky maneuver. If they-"

Hackett cut him off. "There is risk in war. But also reward. Can you do it or not?"

"Yes sir."

"Then do it." He barked.

"Already done,"

The cameras showing the outside world turned black for the briefest instant before starlight and burning ships once again filled the screens, only this time much closer and from a different angle.

The Batarians had cheered when the Alliance vessels had vanished, thinking the loss of one ship would knock the fight out of them, forcing them to flee. An instant later the broadsides of the Alliance ships rippled across the staggered Batarian line, crippling many but not destroying them. The dreadnoughts, being the primary focus, were utterly annihilated. The few ships that remained operational quickly turned and opened fire but it was sporadic and ineffective.

With most of their fighters too far away to deliver the disruptor torpedoes, and more ships destroyed as the Alliance ships did a barrel roll to bring the starboard guns to bear, many Batarians lost their nerve. Some had tried to flee, only to be destroyed swiftly. The remainder of the heavily damaged cruisers that had not yet exploded as their eezo cores overloaded tried to flee, return fire and surrender.

Yet their fate was the same, the blood of the men and women of the Alliance was hot and they cried out for retribution for their sister ship and took no prisoners. Admiral Steven Hackett would later remark "We have won, but at what cost?"
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**Interlude**

Speaker 1: So you wish the Hegemony to provide scientist for the blasted Alliance? Never.

Speaker 2: Even if that grants more freedom to Batarian interest?

Speaker 1: What kind of freedom are you talking about?

Speaker 2: The kind that is condemned by the galactic community. Although restrictions will be placed on the target locations and specie.

Speaker 1: Could you please be more specific? I do not wish to pass the wrong message to the one upstairs.

Speaker 2: With your scientist working with Alliance ones this fosters mutual respect and aids in the reduction of hostilities as well as make us look good on the galactic stage. After all this, both sides acquire technology that neither has ever dreamed of. With faster-than-light travel not dependent on the relays, targets can be struck at with no prior warning and be gone just as quickly.

Speaker 1: What are the restrictions to raiding operations then?

Speaker 2: Raids are only allowed to be conducted upon all System Alliance worlds, holdings, ships space stations and extends to include any protectorates and vassals they may have.

Speaker 1: This is very interesting. First you condemn our actions and this upstart superpower appears out of nowhere and you change your attitude towards us.

Speaker 2: The Alliance is a_ local_ power. Do not overestimate their capabilities beyond what is seen.

Speaker 1: Truly? Do not downplay your own estimates. They build ships far larger than we have previously thought possible and possess independent faster-than-light travel. Their 'local' space could very well be larger than Citadel space in terms of star systems or individual worlds. I am sure you have already realize that.

Speaker 2: Does this mean you refuse our offer?

Speaker 1: Far from it. I am instead offering you a counter-offer. You give us a council seat equal to that of the Asari Republics or the Salarian Union as well as the benefits you have stated earlier and you have an agreement.

Speaker 2: We cannot give a council seat just like that. That would be unheard of. Years of planning and evaluation will be needed.

Speaker 1: Not all sanctions are lifted I am afraid. There are still those that prevent the Hegemony from exporting certain products. As for the council seat, was the Hegemony not in the process of being given a council seat? Merely speed up that process and grant us a seat. It should not be too difficult given the circumstances.

Speaker 2: What if I say no?

Speaker 1: You cannot. The very fact you said that means you will probably agree to it in the first place. To give you additional incentive, we need each other. The council as it is now appears weak and helpless before the Alliance, who refuses to cooperate with basic Council ruling. The Alliance is also now engaged in an undeclared war against the Hegemony and is gaining an upper hand with technological and tactical superiority. If this continues, the Hegemony will break and cede the Attican Transverse to the Alliance, effectively cutting Citadel Space in two if they do not persue vassalage or outright conquest. If the Council solves this now, Council Space will remain connected, albeit with a skinny neck to ensure the Alliance remains happy.

However, if the Council lets this drag on, an all-out war is inevitable. The Hegemony will be crushed and the Council faces the Alliance alone with only one front. This means the Alliance can concentrate their forces entirely on one front. Assuming you are correct, and it is the incompetence of the Hegemony's military that is the cause of her defeats, and Citadel forces are able to push into Alliance territory. What then? They undoubtedly have worlds beyond your reach and are fully capable of continued resistance. It will be some time until the Citadel reverse engineer the Alliance faster-than-light technology and the Alliance can continue spreading their control of space further. This is also assuming that their most of their core worlds can be accessed by Mass Relay, which I doubt.

Speaker 2: What is your point?

Speaker 1: The point is, we cannot survive without each other. Sure the Hegemony will lose an open confrontation with the Alliance, but the Citadel might not. With the Hegemony's support it becomes even less likely. If the Hegemony goes however, the Citadel becomes exceedingly vulnerable. Will you take that chance?

Speaker 2: You Batarians are not as incompetent as you are made to be.

Speaker 1: We may be a second galaxy nation due to the inherent weakness and indiscipline of the Batarian people, but we are not fools. At least not those in charge. The Alliance on the other hand…It is hard to tell. They certainly have military power and flaunt it confidently, but they remain isolationist enough to make it difficult to gauge their actual standing and full abilities. I am sure your experts suggest that they may be a first galaxy nation or even tip the scales enough to push the Citadel to rate only as a second galaxy nation.

**Connection Lost. No further known transmission received. **

* * *

><p><strong>Attican Transverse<strong>

**FADM H. Zheng, APR. 6, 87**

**Patrol Fleet **

**Fortress City Vadam, Sanghelios **

**OFFICIAL MEETING WITH BATARIAN FOR CEASEFIRE UNEVENTFUL. ALL HOSTILITIES HAVE OFFICIALLY CEASED WITH BATARIAN FORCES. SITUATION IN THE ATTICAN TRANSVERSE IS IMPROVING. AWAITING FURTHER ORDERS.**

**HACKETT.**


End file.
